UNIVERSITY 
OF  FLORIDA 
LIBRARIES 


ORAL  INTERPRETATION 
AND  LITERARY  STUDY 


Digitized  by  the  Internet  Archive 

in  2011  with  funding  from 

LYRASIS  Members  and  Sloan  Foundation 


http://www.archive.org/details/oralinterpretatiOOgeig 


ORAL  INTERPRETATION 

and 

LITERARY  STUDY 

by  DON  GEIGER 


fL 


South  San  Francisco,  California 

PIETER  VAN  VLOTEN 

1958 


Copyright,    1958 


By    Pieter    Van    Vloten 


All  Rights  Reserved 

This  boo\  or  any  part  thereof  may  not 
be  reproduced  in  any  form  without 
written  permission  from  the  publisher. 


Printed  in  the  United  States  of  America 
ByPiETER   Van   Vloten 


Preface 


I 


N  DISCUSSING  OUR  "new  habit"  of  "being  read  to," 
Eric  Bentley  calls  attention  to  a  reawakening  interest  in  oral 
interpretation  of  literature.  In  recent  years  there  has  been  a 
noticeable  increase  of  interest  in  hearing  poets  read  their  own 
works,  on  records,  radio,  and  the  public  platform.  Professional 
actors  have  also  given  us  "dramatic  readings"  on  the  stage  and 
in  recordings.  Even  among  poets  and  critics  there  is  some 
talk  (though  of  a  half-embarrassed  kind,  as  if  they  fear  that 
approval  of  public  reading  will  be  taken  for  a  belated  compli- 
ment of  dubious  aesthetic  perception  to  Vachel  Lindsay  and 
the  Chautauqua  circuit)  of  a  revival  of  interest  in  "the  oral 
tradition  of  poetry." 

This  small  collection  of  papers  is  addressed  to  the  renewed 
interest  in  public  reading.  My  hope  is  that  the  papers,  taken 
as  a  whole,  form  a  general  statement  which  may  suggest, 
especially  to  literary  persons  and  students  not  in  the  habit  of 
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reading  the  speech  journals,  some  of  the  possibilities  for  oral 
interpretation,  both  as  an  aspect  of  literary  study  and  as  a 
speech  art  of  some  complexity.  I  hardly  need  stress,  to  any 
of  my  colleagues  in  oral  interpretation  who  may  be  listening, 
that  I  am  touching  on  only  some  of  the  possibilities.  Perhaps 
these  colleagues  will  find  the  material  interesting  at  least 
as  a  reminder  of  all  the  things  on  these  subjects  which  I 
have  not  said. 

I  keep  to  the  term  oral  interpretation  for  public  reading, 
but  not  out  of  professional  respect  merely.  It  is  true  that  in 
college  and  university  departments  of  Speech,  courses  dealing 
with  the  public  reading  of  literature  are  referred  to  as  courses 
in  oral  interpretation,  and  doubtless  there  is  a  taint  of  aca- 
demic pomposity  in  the  terminology  (how,  for  example,  could 
one  possibly  offer  a  course  commensurate  with  the  dignity 
of  a  University,  entitled  "Reading  Out  Loud"?).  But  the 
term  oral  interpretation  reminds  us,  more  accurately  than 
those  qualitatively  neutral  descriptions,  "reading  aloud"  and 
"audible  reading,"  that  effective  public  reading  in  part  pre- 
sumes to  be,  like  other  kinds  of  literary  interpretation,  a  crit- 
ical illumination  publicly  offered  in  behalf  of  literature. 

Three  of  these  pieces  were  delivered  in  much  their  present 
form,  as  lectures  for  a  Symposium  in  Oral  Interpretation  at 
Northwestern  University,  and  I  have  not  attempted  to  remove 
many  traces  of  their  original  presentation  to  an  audience  of 
listeners.  I  should  like  here  to  express  my  thanks  to  Professors 
Wallace  Bacon  and  Robert  Breen,  of  the  Department  of  Inter- 
pretation at  Northwestern  University,  both  for  their  percep- 
tive comments  on  these  papers  and  for  their  invitation  to 
participate  in  the  symposium,  from  which  I  derived  much 
pleasure  and  profit.  Various  portions  of  one  of  these  lectures, 
"The  Expression  of  the  Oral  Interpreter,"  were  first  published 
in  Quarterly  Journal  of  Speech,  Speech  Teacher,  and  Western 
Speech.  I  am  pleased  to  acknowledge  these  publications  and 
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also  Southern  Speech  Jounal  in  which  the  main  portion  of  the 
fourth  paper  included  here,  "Emotion  in  Poetry:  The  Oral 
Interpreter's  Special  Responsibility,"  was  originally  published. 

Berkeley,  California,  1958. 
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ORAL  INTERPRETATION 
AND  LITERARY  STUDY 


I 

Oral  Interpretation 
And  Literary  Study 


OURELY,  the  most  noteworthy  thing  about 
my  topic  to  many  persons  is  its  improbability.  For  generations 
Americans  have  heard,  or  perhaps  I  should  say  have  had  to 
hear,  pieces  read  aloud.  Sometimes,  I  daresay,  the  experience 
has  been  pleasurable,  but  it  has  seldom  been  thought  of  as  a 
legitimate  aspect  of  literary  education. 

There  are  many  reasons  why  we  have  begun  thinking 
more  seriously  in  recent  years  of  the  possible  relations  of  oral 
interpretation  to  literary  study.  But  certainly  one  of  the  most 
powerful  motivations  of  such  thinking  comes  from  certain 
tendencies  in  modern  literary  criticism. 

The  nature  of  this  criticism,  the  product  of  so  many 
writers,  is  too  complex  a  matter  to  be  reduced  to  a  single 
effect.  Yet,  through  all  its  variations,  we  may  see  in  the  modern 
critical  movement  a  recurring  and  ceaseless  effort  to  approach 
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ever  more  closely  the  individual  work  of  literary  art.  The 
brilliant  reading  of  his  poem  by  the  "close"  or  "textual"  critic 
is  the  trademark  of  an  age. 

In  the  pride  of  his  achievement,  however,  the  modern 
critic  ordinarily  exhibits  a  certain  uneasiness.  He  wants  of 
course  to  "deliver  up"  the  work  of  art  in  its  wholeness  to  the 
reader.  Yet  he  recognizes  that  he  must,  after  all,  describe  and 
analyze  literary  effects,  that  he  must  abstract  from  the  whole 
work  certain  aspects  which  claim  his  attention.  Consequently, 
as  though  he  recognizes  that  his  critical  cunning  may  mislead 
some  dazzled  reader  into  thinking  the  work  criticized  of  sec- 
ondary importance,  the  modern  writer  warns  us  that  his  criti- 
cism is  not  the  poem  itself  and  that  all  paraphrases  and  critical 
comments,  however  perceptive,  must  inevitably  remain  reduc- 
tions of  the  work  of  art. 

If  the  textual  critic  cannot  deliver  up,  no  matter  how 
closely  he  may  approach,  the  literary  text  entire,  where  shall 
we  find  the  critic  who  can  ? 

The  answer  to  that  remains  the  ageless  answer:  no  one 
but  the  author  can  deliver  the  whole  of  his  text,  and  doubt- 
less even  he  can  deliver  it  only  to  that  ideal,  rather  than  actual, 
reader  who  has  no  interest  in  comments  about  a.  work  of  art, 
simply  because  he  so  fully  comprehends  it. 

Needless  to  say,  I  do  not  here  present  my  oral  interpreter 
as  the  ideal  reader  who  understands  everything,  nor  do  I  mean 
to  suggest  that  he  can  supersede  the  textual  critic,  any  more 
than  the  latter  can  supersede  the  historical  critic.  These  critics 
provide  special  insights  into  literature  in  their  own  ways.  But 
we  may  notice  that  in  reproducing  effects  of  the  text  itself 
the  oral  interpreter  approaches  the  literary  work  even  more 
closely  than  the  textual  critic.  In  observing  that,  we  recognize 
the  likelihood  of  the  oral  interpreter's  making  his  own  kind 
of  contribution  to  literary  understanding. 

The  kind  of  contribution  he  makes  overlaps  the  author's 
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own.  The  interpreter  does  not,  like  other  critics,  put  his  insight 
into  the  work  in  words  other  than  the  words  of  the  literary 
piece,  but  limits  himself  to  the  words  presented  by  the  author. 
However,  if  the  interpreter  does  not  merely  offer  a  melodra- 
matic performance  but  provides  his  auditor  with  insight  into 
the  work,  he  sounds  the  words  as  once,  we  may  think,  the 
writer  himself  sounded  them  in  his  imagination. 

I  am  thinking  abstractly  of  some  nameless  author  mut- 
tering sotto  voce  the  poem  he  has  just  written,  but  I  am  also 
thinking  concretely  of  Flaubert,  keeping  the  neighbors  awake 
at  night  by  a  loud  delivery  of  his  day's  produce  to  their  echoing 
walls,  and  of  Melville,  buttoning  poor  Mrs.  Melville  into  a 
chair  after  supper  to  hear  him  slice  off  the  latest  layer  of 
Moby  Dick.  It  may  be  said  of  Melville  that  he  wanted  evidence 
that  at  least  one  person  approved  the  book  in  his  own  life- 
time, but  I  think  rather  he  was  only  listening  to  himself  after 
all,  and  was  simply  too  inhibited  a  Yankee  ever  to  howl  in 
solitude  to  the  walls. 

But  in  the  case  of  the  liberated  Frenchman  there  is  no 
doubt:  he  read  his  work  out  loud  so  that  he  could  see  what 
he  said,  not  just  the  "gist"  of  it,  or  the  central  action,  or  the 
structural  relation  to  last  week's  episode  —  all  those  things 
that  will  permit  a  student  who  recognizes  them  to  pass  this 
examination  or  that  —  but  all  of  it:  the  whole  trembling, 
delicate  web  of  relations  between  this  word  and  that  word 
and  the  other  word,  and  their  relations  to  the  phrasing,  and 
the  phrasing's  relation  to  the  tone,  and  countless  other  things 
I  suspect  critics  have  not  yet  got  round  to  labelling.  Of  course 
the  author,  reading  his  own  work,  in  part  attends  his  piece  as 
a  textual  critic  might;  he  may  even  think,  with  the  historical 
critic,  of  this  or  that  element  of  the  literary  order  as  an  imag- 
inative projection  from  the  different  order  of  his  own  life  and 
times.  But  the  author's  reading  is,  I  think,  more  comprehen- 
sive than  even  a  combination  of  critical  approaches  (if  not, 
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with  respect  to  any  given  aspect,  always  as  thorough) .  The 
story  or  poem  which  he  finally  completes  —  that  is,  which  he 
recognizes  as  so  much  of  a  formed  imaginative  world  as  he  is 
capable  of  creating  —  is  what  he  has  to  say;  and  we,  as  readers, 
are  obviously  attending  best  when  we  read  what  he  had  to  say 
in  its  fullness. 

This  kind  of  omnivorous  reading  is  the  necessary  act  of 
the  oral  interpreter.  We  remember  that  he  must  sound  all  the 
words  in  their  order.  He  is  never  at  liberty  to  bundle  up  a  few 
lines  or  pages  in  a  tight  —  or  loose  —  generalization,  but  must 
tick  off  the  lines  and  the  pages,  word  by  demanding  word. 

Perhaps,  rather  than  referring  to  this  activity  as  Oral  Inter- 
pretation, we  would  more  accurately  think  of  it  as  Primary 
Interpretation  of  literature,  for  it  is  based  on  a  faith  —  and 
sometimes  we  may  think  that  faith  rare  indeed  today  —  that 
the  words  in  which  they  are  written  can  explain  much  of  what 
poems  and  stories  are  and  mean. 

Consequently,  while  the  textual  critic  can  isolate  and 
describe  the  "tone"  of  the  poem,  the  oral  interpreter,  as  pri- 
mary critic,  can  give  the  tone  itself,  in  all  its  modifications;  if 
close  reading  can  recognize,  let  us  say,  the  "massive  weight  of 
the  line,"  interpretation  can  reproduce  the  full,  particular 
effect;  if  the  author's  words  alone  may  fully  put  his  images 
before  our  inner  eye,  the  interpreter,  in  sounding  them,  may 
nevertheless  articulate  their  emotional  correlatives. 

I  cannot  here,  or  on  any  page  however  spacious,  actually 
prove  that  the  oral  interpreter  must  come  to  grips  with  the 
total  world  of  the  poem,  so  densely  populated  with  concrete 
detail.  Proof  requires  effective  public  reading,  one's  own 
or  another  person's  —  and  frequently  no  prodigious  talent  is 
required  for  the  oral  reader  to  reveal  how  much  he  actually 
knows  of  that  piece  about  which  he  has  so  much  to  say  (or, 
in  class  as  a  student,  has  to  say  so  much) . 

I  might  add  that  one  of  the  obvious  values  deriving  from 
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oral  interpretion  of  a  piece  is  that  it  suggests  those  aspects 
which  most  require  close  criticism.  This  knowledge  may  be 
of  special  value  to  the  textual  critic,  who  always  runs  the  risk 
of  dissecting  his  piece  with  a  flourish  only  to  discover  that  his 
yawning  audience  took  that  poor  old  thing  apart  years  ago. 

As  an  illustration  of  the  values  of  oral  interpretation  to 
textual  criticism,  let  me  cite  a  comment  on  David  Garrick's 
acting  by  Thomas  Sheridan.  Although  Sheridan  was  an  actor, 
too,  and  even  a  man  of  genius,  oral  interpretation  may  claim 
him,  for  he  was  one  of  the  great  English  elocutionists  who 
have  greatly  affected  theory  and  practice  of  oral  interpretation. 

Sheridan  is  speaking  of  what  he  takes  to  be  Garrick's 
failure  to  perform  properly  the  role  of  Henry  IV  in  the  death- 
bed scene  (Part  II) : 

Now  Mr.  Garrick  in  that  famous  scene  whines  most  piteously 
when  he  ought  to  upbraid.  Shakespeare  has  discovered  there  a 
most  intimate  knowledge  of  human  nature.  He  shows  you  the 
King  worn  out  with  sickness  and  so  weak  that  he  faints.  He 
had  usurped  the  crown  by  the  force  of  arms  and  was  convinced 
that  it  must  be  held  with  spirit.  He  saw  his  son  given  up  to  low 
debauchery.  He  was  anxious  and  vexed  to  think  of  the  anarchy 
that  would  ensue  at  his  death.  Upon  discovering  that  the  Prince 
had  taken  the  crown  from  his  pillow,  and  concluding  him  desir- 
ous of  his  death,  he  is  fired  with  rage.  He  starts  up.  He  cries, 
'Go  chide  him  hither!"  His  anger  animates  him  so  much  that 
he  throws  aside  his  distemper.  Nature  furnishes  all  her  strength 
for  one  last  effort.  He  is  for  a  moment  renewed.  He  is  for  a 
moment  the  spirited  Henry  the  Fourth.  He  upbraids  him  with 
bitter  sarcasm  and  bold  figures.  And  then  what  a  beautiful  variety 
is  there,  when,  upon  young  Harry's  contrition,  he  falls  on  his 
neck  and  melts  into  parental  tenderness. 

This  comment  was  made  by  an  elocutionist  —  that  is,  by 
an  interpreter  whose  habit  it  is  to  be  alert  to  the  full  dramatic 
life  of  the  imaginative  worlds  projected  by  words.  We  will 
observe  that  the  comment  is  of  some  critical  consequence 
and  that  it  is  motivated  by  hearing  the  public  reading  of  an 
author's  words. 
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Here  I  have  given  an  example  of  the  way  in  which  an 
inaccurate  public  reading  may  determine  critical  focus:  in  a 
classroom  situation,  it  may  lead  to  the  reader's,  or  to  the 
class's,  improved  understanding  of  the  passage  read.  The 
happier  situation  occurs  of  course  when  an  accurate  reading 
of  a  line  or  passage  may  make  an  audience  —  including,  some- 
times, even  an  instructor  —  aware  of  some  aspect  of  the  piece 
for  the  first  time. 

Oral  interpretation  as  a  reading  discipline  has  been,  and 
promises  to  be  even  more,  copiously  treated  in  oral  interpre- 
tation textbooks,  in  speech,  literary  and  education  journals, 
and  I  hope  that  those  of  you  not  yet  acquainted  with  these 
materials  are  interested  in  becoming  so.  At  this  point  I  shall 
not  go  into  the  matter  more  deeply,  beyond  saying  that  most 
writers  on  the  subject  either  assume  the  closeness  of  the  oral 
interpreter's  relation  to  the  text  he  reads,  or  seek  to  point  out 
in  detailed  ways  the  means  by  which  this  close  relationship 
is  established. 

If  true,  as  the  experience  of  many  interpretation  instruc- 
tors suggests,  that  oral  interpretation  can  increase  the  capacity 
of  some  students  to  read  stories  and  poems,  teachers  of  litera- 
ture must,  I  think,  give  the  subject  their  sympathetic  and  alert 
attention. 

Every  so  often  one  reads  that  literature  requires  a  more 
subtle  and  flexible  literary  scholarship,  to  be  achieved  in  this 
way  or  that  —  by  deeper  historical  grounding  of  criticism,  by 
more  critical  attention  from  literary  historians,  by  a  new 
approach  to  literary  cause  and  effect,  by  new  conceptions  of 
"periods,"  by  wider  reading  in  foreign  literatures,  etc.  I  do 
not  doubt  that  the  cause  of  literature  can  profit  from  various 
refreshments  in  the  modes  of  literary  scholarship.  But  far  more 
than  it  requires  scholarship,  no  matter  how  subtle,  literature 
requires  plain  readers  who  prize  it. 

Work  in  oral  interpretation  will  not  inevitably  cause  the 
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student  to  cherish  literature.  But,  in  its  inevitable  emphasis 
on  the  whole  poem,  it  will  encourage  response.  If  it  will  not 
necessarily  make  the  student  understand  literature,  it  will  do 
much  to  let  him  understand  what  his  reactions  to  a  piece  — 
which  in  a  desire  to  read  aloud  effectively,  he  is  likely  to  attend 
more  fully  than  usual  —  really  are. 

Certainly  our  hope  for  a  wider  appreciation  of  literature 
lies  in  genuine  human  response  to  it.  If  oral  interpretation  has 
a  part  to  play  in  creating  response,  surely  we  should  encourage 
its  development;  for  I  do  not  think  many  persons  would  main- 
tain today  that  literature  is  widely  prized. 

I  approach  this  topic  with  guarded  gloom.  I  think  we  must 
recognize  something  merely  fashionable  in  threnodies  on  the 
state  of  letters  in  society,  and  it  is  not  a  recent  fashion  either. 
Ben  Jonson,  in  that  Golden  Age  when  serious  drama  was  pop- 
ular, nevertheless  spilled  some  bitter  ink  complaining  of  the 
poet's  fate.  A  little  over  a  hundred  years  ago,  Thackeray  wrote 
that  it  was  generally  assumed  that  the  literary  "profession  was 
neglected"  and  "that  men  of  letters  were  ill  received  and  held 
in  slight  esteem" :  this,  we  remember,  at  a  time  when  audiences 
for  the  poetry  of  Tennyson  and  Browning  were  of  such  a  size 
that  modern  poets  can  scarcely  believe  them. 

Perhaps  the  amazing  thing,  in  any  time,  is  not  that  litera- 
ture is  disdained,  but  that  it  is  honored  so  much  as  it  is.  After 
all,  an  appetite  for  literature  is  improbable.  If  nothing  else, 
one  must  contend  with  so  many  words.  I  believe  it  was  Hart 
Crane  who  suggested  that  a  poet  must  be  "soaked  in  words" 
and  it  certainly  follows  that,  if  his  mind  and  spirit  are  to  be 
illumined,  the  reader  must  be  pretty  well  splashed  in  words, 
too.  I  do  not  mean  merely  that  he  must  be  literate.  Our  modern 
world  is  literate,  but  set  adrift  in  a  sea  of  words  it  just  will  not 
soak.  Admitting  that  a  reader  of  literature  must  have  a  sense 
of  words  at  least  equal  to  the  symphony  auditor's  sense  of 
sound,  we  should  not  be  surprised  to  find  him  of  a  relatively 
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rare  species. 

Beyond  the  difficulty  of  the  literary  medium  lies  the  chal- 
lenge of  the  complex  world  it  presents.  Literature  presents 
the  world  tentatively,  relativistically,  and  comprehensively: 
the  good  man  in  A's  book  becomes  the  bad  man  in  B's,  and  in 
C's  he  is  both  so  good  and  so  bad  you  do  not  know  what  he  is; 
the  most  significant  aspects  of  life  in  D's  book  become  hollow 
mockeries  in  E's,  and  in  F's  book  they  are  simply  not  worth 
mentioning. 

I  am  not  suggesting  that  these  sometimes  contradictory 
visions,  so  passionately  embraced  by  their  several  authors,  do 
not  add  up  to  something.  On  the  contrary,  they  add  up  to  a 
very  great  deal;  indeed,  the  virtue  of  literature's  imaginative 
worlds  is  to  bring  us,  in  their  totality,  something  like  the 
whole  of  that  "real  world"  (and  I  refer  even  more  to  the 
moral  world  of  value  than  to  the  world  of  physical  event)  of 
which,  in  our  private  persons,  we  can  directly  know  so  little. 

A  visitor  from  Mars  would  surely  be  deeply  interested  in 
our  literature,  however  lightly  he  might  regard  the  conclu- 
sions of  our  science  and  our  philosophy;  and  I  suspect  that 
the  reader  of  literature  is  in  something  like  the  condition  of  a 
visitor  to  our  planet  from  outer-space  —  an  eager,  tolerant  vis- 
itor, let  us  hope,  wishing  to  know  humanity  before  judging  it. 

But  many  of  our  citizens  do  not  come  to  us  from  Mars. 
They  do  not  care  to  know  how  the  cannibals  live,  for  they  are 
busy  enough  frying  their  own  fish;  nor  do  they  wish  to  famil- 
iarize themselves  with  the  fauna  of  Florida,  for  they  live  in 
Utah.  "  'Books!  prithee,  don't  talk  to  me  about  books,'  said 
old  Sarah  Marlborough.  'The  only  books  I  know  are  men 
and  cards!' " 

There  speaks  a  good  sturdy  village  spirit  and,  far  from 
mocking  it,  the  person  of  literary  appetite  seeks  to  attain 
its  security. 

I  recall  the  Catholic  sister  who,  on  reading  Eliot  through 
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"Ash  Wednesday,"  was  reported  to  have  said  pityingly,  "To 
think  of  all  the  poor  man  had  to  go  through  before  coming  to 
that."  The  literary  person  does  not  inevitably  conclude  his 
tours  through  the  "circumambient  gases"  of  the  imagination 
on  Ash  Wednesday,  but,  with  luck,  he  may  attain  some  happy 
country  of  the  mind,  only  to  discover  that  someone  —  Lady 
Marlborough,  perhaps  —  has  been  there  all  the  time. 

Of  course  we  believe  that  the  literary  person,  writer  or 
reader,  though  he  may  be  in  his  fulfillment  merely  a  prodigal 
son  come  to  some  home  or  another,  nevertheless  knows  better 
what  kind  of  home  it  is  than  all  those  sons  and  daughters  who 
have  never  been  away. 

But,  as  it  is  the  fate  of  the  prodigal  son  to  travel  if  he  is 
to  know  either  himself  or  his  proper  home,  so  is  it  the  fate  of 
the  serious  reader  of  books  to  experience  literature,  if  he  is  to 
put  at  rest  that  unease  of  the  spirit  in  which  the  taste  for 
literature  is  rooted. 

We  so  familiarly  figure  the  poet  in  labor,  giving  birth  to 
his  poem,  that  we  are  likely  to  ignore  the  similar  labor  of  his 
reader,  giving  birth  to  himself.  In  such  births,  the  reader 
\  experiences  literature  as,  in  Sydney's  phrase,  "hart-ravishing 
knowledge,"  and,  were  all  the  world's  citizens  lexicographers, 
still  we  should  not  expect  great  numbers  of  them  to  consent 
cheerfully  to  their  good  hearts'  ravishment. 

Therefore,  it  does  not  concern  me  that  literature  is  not 
popular,  if  that  means  merely  that  many  persons  have  no  need 
for  literature  in  order  to  lead  lives  which  please  them,  and, 
let  us  hope,  please  others,  too.  Who  of  us  can  honestly  doubt 
that  there  may  be  many  such  persons  ?  Perhaps  a  later  age  will 
think  the  teacher's  great  crime  has  been  to  bully  them  —  for 
even  the  jolly  modern  school  has  not  quite  completely  returned 
to  grass  and  sunlight  —  into  overestimating  the  part  which 
reading,  talking,  and  thinking  high  thoughts  may  play  in  their 
own  lives. 
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Our  concern  should  be,  rather,  for  those  persons — whether 
many  or  few  —  for  whom  literature  may  be  a  prize.  I  think 
our  time  puts  special  difficulties  in  the  way  of  good  readers. 
It  would  be  hard  enough,  we  think,  in  a  society  which  most 
encouraged  literature,  for  a  person  to  identify  himself  as  one 
of  those  who  may  profit  from  it.  Today,  in  our  society,  there 
is  little  to  encourage  literary  experience. 

I  have  neither  time  nor  competence  to  discuss  the  whole 
complex  of  modern  obstacles  between  literature  and  its  pos- 
sible readers.  Some  of  these  obstacles  seem  to  me  too  deeply 
rooted  in  our  time  and  culture  to  do  much  about.  If  true,  as 
Professor  Ransom  suggests,  that  the  readers  of  serious  litera- 
ture comprise  a  minority  having  its  rights,  it  is  also  true  that 
in  America  most  persons  are  extremely  uncomfortable  in 
minorities  and,  whenever  possible,  usually  try  to  get  out  of 
them.  Many  a  young  person  who  has  enjoyed  a  good  book 
may  thus  be  "encouraged, "in  effect,  to  think  of  it  as  an  almost 
illicit  pleasure  which  he  should  beware  indulging  in  future. 

Seasoned  beyond  this,  the  beginning  reader  may  be  unable 
to  find  the  work  which  would  help  to  fill  his  still  almost  sub- 
conscious cravings.  I  mean,  simply,  that  the  best  modern  work 
in  magazines  and  even  in  books  too  seldom  makes  its  way  to 
the  towns,  and  frequently  even  the  cities,  of  America.  Nor  is 
it  easy  to  blame  anyone  for  this.  Publishers,  book  retailers, 
and  librarians  must  relate  their  efforts  to  a  production  and 
distribution  system  geared  to  mass  consumption.  Poetry  and, 
increasingly,  serious  fiction  do  not  fit  into  the  system  neatly. 
We  can  hardly  be  surprised  to  find  that  the  village  drug  store 
does  not  carry  the  Kenyon  Review,  that  the  village  library 
does  not  shelve  Poetry  magazine,  and  that  the  book  store  in 
the  nearest  big  town  stocked  its  last  book  of  modern  poetry 
in  1937. 

None  of  this,  we  may  notice,  is  of  individual  concern  to 
the  person  already  knowledgeable  in  literature.    The  stuff 
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itself,  however  miraculously,  continues  to  be  written  and  to 
be  available.  Great  works  of  the  past  are  sufficiently  repre- 
sented in  the  local  library  to  keep  the  serious  reader  busy,  and 
he  can  always  go  to  the  trouble  of  ordering  a  magazine 
directly.  The  literary  victim  of  our  society  is  not  the  minority 
already  in  existence  but  the  one  which  is  starved  out  before 
it  ever  comes  into  being. 

I  am  speaking  of  the  early  reader  —  or  even,  more  pre- 
cisely, of  the  young  person  not  yet  a  reader  but  who  may 
become  one  with  proper  encouragement,  and  may  also  become 
a  better  man  or  woman  thereby  —  and  I  must  confess  that  his 
case  increasingly  interests  me.  Whatever  difficulties  society 
puts  in  his  way,  it  does  not  —  we  ought  to  be  able  to  think  — 
leave  him  utterly  without  resources.  However  barren  of  good 
items  the  book  rack  of  his  local  drug  store  may  be,  he  still  has 
his  high  school  literature  course,  and  there,  we  may  think,  he 
can  learn  whether  or  not  he  is  one  of  those  who  have  access 
to  literature. 

But  I  wonder  if  this  is  the  effect  of  experience  of  literature 
in  the  high  schools,  or  if,  instead,  the  work  there  ordinarily 
constitutes  one  more  road-block  to  imprisoned  possibilities  ? 

I  treat  this  topic  questioningly,  for  I  have  much  more  to 
learn  than  to  teach  about  it.  However,  my  experience  with 
college  Interpretation  classes  has  made  me  very  much  inter- 
ested in  learning  more  about  the  nature  of  literary  materials 
and  teaching  practice  in  the  high  schools. 

It  interests  as  it  pleases  me  to  observe  how  much  literature 
excites  college  students  who  become  involved  in  it.  It  also 
interests  as  it  concerns  me  to  notice  how  many  students  seem 
to  be  looking  at  a  piece  of  literature  for  the  first  time. 

After  examining  a  number  of  high  school  textbooks,  I 
am  impressed  that,  whatever  their  failures  may  be,  they  do 
not  derive  from  the  editors'  failure  to  understand  abstractly 
the  nature  and  potential  values  of  literature.  Let  me  quote 
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briefly  from  a  better-than-average  textbook  for  high  school 
sophomores: 

The  editors  of  this  text  feel  that  an  increased  sensitivity  to 
the  manner  of  communication  in  a  work  of  art  enables  students 
to  understand  better  the  totality  of  effect,  the  blending  of  form 
and  content.  However,  such  an  understanding  is  clearly  not  an 
end  in  itself,  but  only  a  means  to  a  sharpened  insight  concern- 
ing people  and  life,  an  insight  made  clearer  by  the  craft  of  the 
writer.  Consequently  our  main  emphasis  ...  is  upon  the  signif- 
icance of  literature  as  a  comment  on  life. 

What  rich  promise  lies  in  such  a  statement,  so  respectful 
of  the  literary  art  and  its  potential  impact  on  human  expe- 
rience in  its  relations  to  and  comment  on  life.  Collections  of 
material,  guided  by  such  purposes,  will  surely  be  an  eager 
presentation  of  literature's  "hart-ravishing  knowledge." 

Well,  it  is  easier  to  criticize  than  to  assemble  anthologies, 
especially  anthologies  which  must,  I  presume,  not  only  please 
students  but  also  boards  of  education  and  mothers'  clubs.  I 
have  no  intention  of  damning  a  hundred  good  editorial  reso- 
lutions and  the  conscientious  labor  of  years. 

'Vet  when  I  come  to  an  introduction  by  these  good,  knowl- 
edgeable editors  to  a  specific  story,  I  am  somewhat  startled. 
They  write:  "The  circus  is  coming  to  town!  What  boy  or  girl 
hasn't  wished  he  might  get  up  early  and  watch  the  circus  train 
come  in  and  unload  its  precious  cargo  of  lions,  tigers,  giraffes, 
'n'  everything."  I  can  only  remark  —  and  it  is  the  fact  rather 
than  my  tone  which  is  ironic  —  that  the  story  they  selected 
deserves  their  introduction. 

But  do  the  students,  these  fourteen  and  fifteen  year  old 
sophomores,  deserve  the  story?  Are  the  textbooks  truly  the 
result  of  experts  in  secondary  literary  education  meditating  on 
the  needs  of  boys  and  girls  trembling  on  the  cliffs  of  adoles- 
cence ?  I  can  only  ask  a  question  which  I  am  incompetent  to 
answer.  But  I  ask  it  in  the  firm  conviction  that,  whatever  else 
may  be  true,  the  inexperienced,  lusting,  greedy,  fearful  and 

24 


Oral  Interpretation  and  Literary  Study 

devout  little  creatures  of  the  rock-and-roll  set  are  hardly  hun- 
gering for  a  formed  image  of  a  circus  full  of  lions,  tigers, 
giraffes,  'n'  everything. 

I  have  said  before  that  we  probably  cannot  expect,  however 
much  we  may  hope  for,  democratic  miracles  from  literature, 
and  neither  can  we  expect  them  from  its  oral  interpretation. 
But  oral  interpretation,  in  its  emphasis  on  close  relations  of 
reader  to  text,  may  have  an  important  part  to  play  in  suggest- 
ing the  kind  of  literature  to  which  the  proper  youth  (whether 
in  high  school  or  college)  can  respond.  The  teacher  who 
reads  aloud  pieces  of  true  literature  as  they  appear  on  the  page 
—  that  is,  as  sensuous,  passionate  worlds  ordered  into  living 
idea  —  may  learn  much  of  what  his  students  are  actually  cap- 
able of  understanding  and  feeling.  The  student,  reading  aloud, 
who  must  come  to  grips  with  his  selection  in  its  entirety,  may 
also  learn  his  capacity  for  literary  experience  in  a  measure 
that  no  examination  is  likely  to  reveal  to  him. 

In  discussing  the  role  which  oral  interpretation  may  play 
in  literary  education,  I  should  also  like  to  mention  in  passing 
the  social  value  of  public  reading  —  particularly  when  the 
public  is  a  relatively  small  group  of  students  in  a  given  class, 
who  sometimes  will  be  listeners  and  sometimes  readers,  and 
who  come  to  know  one  another  rather  well. 

Of  course  we  know  that  we  like  to  share  literary,  as  well 
as  other  kinds  of  experience.  That  is  why  we  talk  about  poems 
and  stories  to  one  another  and  compare  our  reactions.  In  the 
case  of  listening  with  others  to  a  piece  of  literature,  perhaps 
our  appetite  for  community  is  merely  atavistic,  and  our  pleas- 
ure that  of  huddling  together  round  a  flickering  fire  to  hear 
the  shaman  chant.  I  prefer  to  think  of  the  pleasure  as  humane 
and  civilized,  valuable  not  only  in  itself  but  insofar  as  the 
text  itself  becomes  more  vivid  for  each  member  of  the  com- 
munity of  listeners.  I  do  not  know  why  it  is  that  we  may 
respond  more  fully  to  a  piece  simply  because  we  are  aware 
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that  other  persons  beside  us  are  responding,  too;  and  further- 
more, I  recognize  that  there  are  times  when  we  want  nothing 
so  much  as  to  be  alone,  and  left  alone,  with  a  book  or  a  poem. 
I  am  not  trying  to  replace  one  kind  of  experience  with  another, 
but  to  find  a  place  for  both  private  and  social  experience  of 
literature.  I  am  merely  remarking  that  frequently  a  piece  of 
literature  may  be  more  vividly  realized  by  a  person  simply 
because  he  is  listening  to  it  with  other  people,  the  author's 
good  words  shining  even  more  brightly  in  the  genial  glow  of 
the  social  occasion. 

I  have  concluded  my  rough  sketch  of  the  place  of  oral 
interpretation  in  literary  education.  I  have  spoken  of  literary 
works  as  so  many  morally  informed,  artistically  fashioned, 
sensuous  worlds,  related  to  and  commenting  on  the  gross 
"real"  lives  which  all  of  us  perforce  must  lead;  and  I  have 
suggested  that  oral  interpretation's  value,  in  most  general 
terms,  is  to  communicate  the  experience  of  these  worlds  in  a 
specially  vivid  way. 

One  might  expect  this  value  to  obtain  in  any  literary  period, 
but  I  shall  take  a  few  more  minutes  to  suggest  that  it  might 
be  of  special  importance  today.  There  is,  I  believe,  some  rea- 
son to  think  that  the  substance  of  literature  —  by  which  I 
do  not  mean  merely  subject  and  event,  but  the  whole,  formed, 
imaginative,  experiential  substance  —  is  being  falsely  mini- 
mized by  the  most  recent  writers  and  critics. 

I  am  not  —  at  least,  I  hope  I  am  not  —  repeating  an  old 
charge  that  the  new  criticism  is  concerned  with  style  and  form 
at  the  expense  of  content  and  meaning.  The  new  critics  were 
immensely  interested  in  style  and  literary  technique,  and  it  is 
perhaps  the  most  important  of  their  accomplishments  to  illus- 
trate copiously  and,  I  think,  to  prove  convincingly  that  content 
and  meaning  are  what  they  are  because  of  style  and  technique. 
But  as  I  read  them,  the  new  critics  —  that  is,  the  critics  who 
came  into  reputation  in  the  20's  and  30's  —  treated  literature 
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as  significant  experience  and  idea;  significant  because,  and 
when,  properly  formed. 

In  the  1930's  it  was  necessary  to  remind  the  propagan- 
dists poets  and  the  social  critics  of  this  fact.  Today,  I  fear,  it 
is  necessary  to  remind  the  disciples  of  the  new  critics,  who 
increasingly  tend  to  treat  stylistic  elements  abstractly. 

I  am  thinking  of  a  comment  made  only  recently  by  one  of 
the  reputable  young  poet-critics:  "The  modern  lyric  is  autono- 
mous, a  separate  mobile,  having  its  own  private  design  and 
performance."  Certainly  we  cannot  think  of  any  of  the  "new" 
critics  who  would  have  been  comfortable  with  so  immaculate 
a  conception.  Is  it,  nevertheless,  perhaps  an  accurate  descrip- 
tion of  our  latest  poetry  ?  I  hate  to  think  so:  it  is  disconcerting 
to  imagine  the  future's  reader,  after  experiencing  the  poems 
of  Donne  and  Shakespeare,  moving  further  down  the  gallery 
to  say  admiringly  before  our  own  time's  representative  poem, 
"Ah!  What  a  lovely,  autonomous  mobile!" 

Perhaps  the  future  will  be  forced  to  such  a  judgment.  Here 
is  another  young  poet-critic  on  the  subject  of  our  latest  verse: 
"How  many  recent  books  resemble  a  'good  design'  show! 
Poet  and  public  are  being  brought  together  by  that  famous 
American  subject  of  communication,  know-how.  And  every- 
one becomes  friends  at  the  wake  of  Art."  And  again  he  writes: 
"The  critical  apparatus  of  poetic  technology  is  still  with  us 
and  its  subjects  are  far  from  few.  Apart  from  the  'so-and-so 
handles  quatrains  more  adroitly  than  so-and-so'  and  the  'aes- 
thetic machine  of  dazzling  coherence  and  understatement' 
critiques,  one  may  still  be  warned  against  certain  poets  who 
are  beyond  the  academic  concern  for  very  odd  reasons:  we 
may  be  told  that  Hart  Crane  was  over-ambitious,  that  William 
Carlos  Williams  does  not  'employ'  clear,  concise  expression, 
or  that  Elizabeth  Bishop  is  unachieved." 

But  I  am  not  really  quoting  this  critic  for  the  comfort  he 
gives  me  in  my  own  conviction  of  what  is  happening  in  our 
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latest  criticism  and,  under  the  pressure  of  its  directives,  even 
to  some  of  our  poetry.  Rather,  I  cite  the  passage  because  it 
occurs  in  a  book  review  which  suggests  the  force  exerted  by 
our  most  recent  critical  movement  even  on  those  persons  who 
would  resist  it.  Our  critic,  turning  to  comment  on  a  specific 
book  of  poems,  has  this  to  say:  the  poet  "sings  very  high  and 
very  low  with  equal  assurance"  (though  we  are  given  no  hint 
of  what  he  is  singing,  if  anything).  His  "high  is  love"  and 
"his  low  is  spleen"  and  "the  intervening  distances,  the  middle 
tones  which  make  up  the  balance  of  any  composition  but  the 
most  determinedly  ecstatic,  give  evidence  of  a  remarkable 
quality  he  seems  to  have  learned  from  music:  the  mastery  of  the 
episode.  His  lyrics  are  not  made  up  of  short  musical  phrases 
usually,  but  of  stanzaic  breaths  of  statement  and  counterstate- 
ment  balanced  by  contrapuntal  elaboration,  absorbing  the  indi- 
vidual line  in  its  longer  phrasing,  and  ending  with  a  resound- 
ing stretto  or  pathetically  affirmative  tierce  de  Picardie" 

I  do  not  doubt  that  this  critic's  comments  on  his  poet  are 
accurate  ones.  Unhappily,  we  must  also  believe  that  the  same 
remarks  would  be  true  of  a  number  of  other  lyrics  of  one  time 
or  another,  right  down  to  the  pathetically  affirmative  tierce  de 
Picardie.  If  we  object  to  the  restriction  of  criticism  to  bodiless 
comment  of  this  sort,  it  is  not  because  we  dare  to  disdain  style 
or  technique,  for  without  technique,  surely,  there  is  no  poetry. 
But  also  —  let  it  be  noted  —  without  poetry,  technique  is  a 
pretty  dull  tool.  Our  latest  critics  will  improve  when  they, 
like  the  good  old-fashioned  new  critics,  slide  the  poet's  partic- 
ular poetry  back  into  the  technical  pincers. 

I  am  close  to  concluding  and  perhaps  it  seems  to  you  on  a 
note  of  hysteria.  But  I  shall  not  try  to  prove  that  oral  inter- 
pretation can  change  the  direction  of  our  poets  and  re-educate 
our  critics,  any  more  than  I  tried  to  prove  that  its  discipline 
will  make  a  good  reader  of  everybody.  I  shall  merely  suggest 
that  the  interpreter,  despite  his  immense  care  for  his  own 
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technique  and  that  of  the  writer  whose  work  he  reads,  will 
not  read  out  of  a  poem  only  abstract  forms,  but  has  the  priv- 
ilege of  offering  the  work  as  it  actually  comes  to  the  reader  — 
a  formed  world  of  specific  passions  related  to  specific  objects. 
I  value  oral  interpretation  not  because  it  can  do  every- 
thing, but  because  the  little  it  can  do,  it  can  do  so  well.  Oral 
interpretation  can  communicate  the  artistically  formed,  expe- 
riential particulars  of  a  meaningful  poem  to  people  who  are 
capable  of  receiving  them,  and  perhaps  that  is  no  mean  thing 
in  this  or  any  other  age. 
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Oral  Interpretation  as  an 
Art  of  Communication 

ll/VERYONE  KNOWS  what  oral  interpreta- 
tion is,  until  he  begins  to  define  it.  Then  it  becomes  tempting, 
as  with  the  definition  of  other  things,  merely  to  say  what  it  is 
not.  (it  is  most  usual  to  say  that  oral  interpretation  is  not  act- 
ing.) In  an  age  of  professional  and  departmental  specialization 
this  is  a  commendably  pure  tactic,  but  it  involves  certain  risks. 
In  proving  that  oral  interpretation  is  not  acting,  one  is  in  dan- 
ger of  showing  that  neither  is  oral  interpretation  anything 
else.  The  actor  is  a  person  who  delivers  a  literary  author's 
sentences  out  loud,  delivers  them  to  an  audience,  and  tries  to 
deliver  them  well.  If  an  oral  interpreter  does  not  do  these 
things,  it  may  well  be  asked  what  function  remains  to  him. 

Nevertheless,  (It  must  be  admitted  that  there  are  notice- 
able, if  not  absolute,  differences  between  oral  interpretation 
and  acting.   For  example,  (actors  usually  have  to  memorize 
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their  lines  whereas  oral  interpreters  ordinarily  read  from  the 
printed  page.)  Still,  we  know  that  many  interpreters  practi- 
cally memorize  their  material  and,  in  Hollywood,  they  have 
discovered  that  at  least  a  few  actors  are  better  armed  if  they 
read  lines  held  on  blackboards  outside  the  range  of  the  camera. 
Again,  it  may  be  said  that  an  actor  is  a  limited  oral  interpreter. 
(The  actor  speaks  sentences  in  plays  only  and,  at  that,  he  is 
restricted  to  the  sentences  uttered  by  one  character,  whereas 
the  oral  interpreter  is  at  liberty  to  read  all  the  sentences  of  all 
the  characters  in  a  play.)  Also,  he  may  read  sentences  out  loud 
from  any  other  kind  of  literature. 

Superficial  distinctions  of  this  sort,  where  they  are  not 
merely  snobbish,  are  really  too  simple  to  be  admitted  by 
self-respecting  scholars.  Consequently,  numerous  writers  have 
sought  to  find  in  the  psychological  relations  of  reader  to  mate- 
rial a  decisive  difference  between  acting  and  oral  interpreta- 
tion. That  is,  not  the  kind  or  extent  of  the  material  read  aloud 
but  the  attitude  taken  toward  the  material  is  said  to  determine 
whether  delivery,  even  of  the  same  play,  is  oral  interpretation 
or  acting. 

At  first  glance  this  kind  of  psychological  distinction  seems 
to  provide  a  promising  line  of  analysis,  for  it  has  —  unlike 
some  of  the  lines  pursued  in  this  matter  —  the  great  advan- 
tage of  being  somehow  rooted  in  experience:  a  number  of 
observers  have  noted  a  certain  emotional  detachment  partic- 
ularly obtaining  to  oral  interpretation. 

Now  it  is  a  commendable  thing  to  observe  accurately  that 
in  a  number  of  successful  oral  interpretations  there  is  an  ele- 
ment of  emotional  detachment.^  But  it  does  not  automatically 
follow  that  therefore  an  oral  interpreter  ought  to  be  somewhat 
detached  when  he  reads  sentences  aloud. 

Yet,  this  is  a  conclusion  frequently  recommended  to  us. 
Oral  interpreters  who  favor  this  conclusion  term  the  mystery 
of  emotional  detachment  "aesthetic  distance,"  and  doubtless 
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the  phrase  has  a  certain  sonority.  However,  the  phrase  offers 
to  the  actor  who  is  not  hypnotized  by  it  a  sinister  opportunity. 
He  may  suggest,  on  hearing  an  oral  interpreter  advised  to 
maintain  an  "aesthetic  distance"  from  his  material,  that  when 
you  read  a  sentence  as  if  you  mean  it,  you  are  an  actor;  but 
when  you  read  it  as  if  you  mean  some  of  it,  you  are  an  oral 
interpreter.  We  may  fear  that,  as  presently  used,  the  term's 
usual  value  is  to  poor  readers  who  can  maintain  that  the  dull- 
ness of  their  readings  is  merely  the  result  of  their  having 
aesthetically  forced  the  literary  work  to  keep  its  distance. 

Happily,  a  less  invidious  explanation  of  the  interpreter's 
emotional  detachment,  which  does  not  at  the  same  time  require 
its  constant  presence  in  a  reading,  is  open  to  us  if  we  will  but 
consider(the  different  effects  of  the  physical  contexts  of  acting 
and  oral  interpretation.  We  may  put  the  most  important  aspect 
of  these  different  effects  briefly:  the  physical  context  of  an 
actor's  oral  delivery  encourages  an  identification  between  the 
interpreter's  attitudes  and  those  of  the  depicted  character; 
whereas,  the  usual  conditions  of  an  oral  interpretation  dis- 
courage an  identification  between  attitudes  of  the  interpreter 
and  the  character) 

The  conditions  of  an  actor's  oral  delivery  —  his  being 
assigned  sentences  of  a  single  character,  the  assembly  of  other 
persons  for  other  roles,  costuming,  scenery  and  lighting  —  are 
designed  to  encourage  him  to  produce  the  effect  of  being  the 
character  whose  words  he  utters  aloud.  Some  actors,  perhaps 
most  of  them  in  modern  times,  attempt  to  produce  this  effect 
of  identification  primarily  by  trying  to  feel  like  the  character 
whom  they  portray.  Still  others  attempt  to  assume  the  reality 
of  the  character  chiefly  by  clever  technical  imitation  of  human 
attributes  appropriate  to  the  character.  But  regardless  of  his 
means  the  actor  tries  to  give  the  effect  of  being  the  character 
whom  he  portrays,  and  this  is  true  not  only  of  the  times 
when  he  is  speaking  but,  what  must  be  a  greater  challenge  to 
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his  cleverness,  even  in  those  moments  in  a  play  when  he  must 
be  silent  and  listen  to  other  actors  talk. 

It  will  be  suggested  by  some  persons  that  in  recent  times 
there  have  been  attempts  by  actors  at  a  kind  of  detachment 
from  the  characters  whom  they  depict.  I  believe  I  recall  reading 
that  in  Berthold  Brecht's  theatre,  actors  spoke  sentences  not 
as  if  they  were  the  characters  of  the  play  but  somehow  as  if 
they  were  pointing  to  another  place,  perhaps  in  the  author's 
or  spectator's  imagination,  where  those  characters  had  their 
existence.  It  is  interesting  to  observe  that  such  experiments  in 
acting  are  ordinarily  accomplished  by  a  decreasing  illusion  of 
the  reality  of  physical  circumstance.  Theatres  will  not  be  dark- 
ened, costumes  may  be  omitted,  and  the  stage  will  either  be 
empty  or  lightly  stocked  with  a  few  suggestive  objects. 

\  This  begins  to  partake  of  the  usual  physical  context  of  an 
oral  interpretation.  On  his  podium,  if  the  interpreter  has  the 
use  of  a  podium,  there  may  be  a  lectern  and  a  glass  of  water, 
but  these  are  for  him  and  not  for  his  Hairy  Ape  or  lyric  poet, 
as  the  case  might  be.  As  to  costuming,  if  his  selections  are 
mournful,  he  will  wear  his  black  suit;  if  they  are  merely  sober, 
he  may  wear  his  brown.  Furthermore,  if  he  reads  a  play,  he 
will  take  all  the  parts  himself  and  not  even  the  most  fantastic 
imagination  in  his  audience  will  fail  to  recognize  that  he  can- 
not be  everybody  at  once. 

Again,  as  with  my  description  of  the  actor's  circumstances, 
it  will  be  noted  that  there  are  variations  from  the  usual  situa- 
tion of  oral  interpretation.  ^ome  interpreters  use  costumes, 
stage  scenery,  etc.;  Accompanying  such  changes  there  is  ordi- 
narily an  increase  in  the  degree  to  which  the  interpreter  gives 
the  effect  of  being  the  character  or  characters  whom  he  depicts. 

One  interpreter,  I  am  told,  attempts  to  suggest,  in  detailed 
costume  and  make-up,  being  the  author  of  the  works  he  reads, 
so  that  one  hears  stories  roared  through  the  beard  of  Charles 
Dickens.  Dickens  himself  made  so  much  money  reading  aloud 
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that  it  is  tempting  indeed  to  emulate  him  in  this  dry  time.  In 
any  event,  I  recognize  that  it  is  a  compliment  of  sorts  to  resur- 
rect the  character  of  an  author  but,  if  literary  historians  are 
right,  it  can  frequently  be  accomplished  only  at  some  risk  of 
insulting  the  moral  standards  of  the  audience. 

^Despite  occasional  variations,  then,  it  is  obvious  that  phys- 
ical circumstances  usually  discourage  a  high  degree  of  identi- 
fication between  the  oral  interpreter  and  the  character  or 
characters  speaking  in  the  piece  of  literature.  It  is  a  mistake, 
nevertheless,  to  conclude  that  the  interpreter,  discouraged 
though  he  may  be,  therefore  ought  not  to  try  to  reproduce  to 
a  high  degree  the  tone  or  attitude  of  speakers  or  characters 
within  a  piece  of  literature^ 

Perhaps  at  no  time  so  much  as  in  the  modern  period  have 
literary  critics  stressed  the  common  dramatic  basis  of  all  forms 
of  imaginative  literature.  Dramatic  poetry  is  of  course  a  case 
of  drama  as  well  as  of  poetry.  The  story  or  novel  also  has  its 
evident  dramatic  aspect:  characters  speak  back  and  forth  to 
one  another,  and  when  novelists  break  in  on  the  scenes  of 
their  imagination,  as  they  decreasingly  do  these  days,  it  is 
nevertheless  frequently  enough  as  a  kind  of  other  character, 
expressing,  directly  or  implicitly,  all  sorts  of  feelings  and 
opinions  about  what  is  going  on. 

But  lyric  poetry,  too,  is  declared  to  have  a  dramatic  aspect 
by  most  modern  critics.  Some  of  them,  in  fact,  would  go 
further  than  I  in  declaring  poetry  to  be  universally  dramatic 
in  its  expression  of  so  many  separate  points  of  view  and  com- 
plexes of  attitudes.  I  think  I  have  observed  a  different  intent 
in  some  modern  poems,  usually  written  under  the  Imagist  or 
Objectivist  influence.  Some  of  these  poems,  though  admirable, 
seem  to  me  to  represent  the  rather  humanly  indifferent  per- 
ceptions which  one  might  expect  of  a  typewriter  with  20-20 
vision.  But  whatever  the  exceptions,  if  any,  most  critics  today 
find  it  valuable  to  make  a  "dramatic"  distinction  beween  the 
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author  and  the  speaker  of  a  poem,  even  of  such  evidently  "per- 
sonal" or  apparently  autobiographical  accounts  as  "Dover 
Beach"  or  "Composed  Upon  Westminster  Bridge"  or  "Dulce 
Et  Decorum  Est." 

Now,  what  is  importantly  a  complex  of  attitudes  —  or,  if 
you  will,  tones  or  feelings  or  emotions  —  can  hardly  be  accu- 
rately communicated  by  something  different  from  themselves. 
Let  us,  for  example,  imagine  a  passage  of  poetry  in  which  the 
speaker  is  in  a  rage.  We  may  note  that  even  this  is  much  too 
general  a  description  of  anything  that  is  likely  to  be  expressed 
in  a  poem,  for  a  speaker  is  never  just  in  a  rage,  but  always  in 
some  kind  of  particular  rage,  of  a  degree  and  quality  deter- 
mined by  any  number  of  things,  including  what  he  is  raging 
against.  But  though  I  have  only  generally  described  an  attitude 
which  might  possibly  inhere  in  some  passage,  still  it  is  closely 
enough  described  that  we  may  understand  clearly  that  it  will 
hardly  be  precisely  represented  by  a  show  of  petty  irritation. 
Whether  or  not  you  attribute  the  difference  to  aesthetic  dis- 
tance or  to  something  else,  it  still  must  be  said  that  rage  has 
not  been  expressed  or  suggested. 

(The  audience,  then,  apparently  has  the  right  to  expect  a 
job  of  acting  from  the  interpreter.  By  "acting"  I  now  plainly 
refer  to  the  interpreter's  having  a  high  degree  of  empathic 
response  to  the  attitudes  of  speakers  within  a  piece  of  litera- 
ture. That  is,  (the  audience  presumably  expects  from  the  inter- 
preter a  communication  of  the  piece,  and  if,  as  with  literature, 
the  piece  is  probably  dramatic  in  nature  the  audience  should 
expect  it  to  be  dramatized/ 

From  these  considerations  it  would  seem  that  the  oral 
interpreter  who  would  perform  effectively  must  steer  a  miser- 
able course  between  Scylla  and  Charybdis.  If  the  piece  itself 
declares  the  need  for  a  high  degree  of  congruence  between  its 
own  attitudes,  tones,  and  feelings,  and  those  of  any  person 
seeking  to  communicate  them,  nevertheless  everything  in  the 
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interpreter's  physical  situation  declares  to  the  audience  that  he 
clearly  is  not  the  speaker  or  speakers  whom  he  characterizes. 
He  is  seen  to  be,  like  themselves,  a  member  of  the  audience 
for  the  selection  which  is  being  read. 

But  my  reference  to  Scylla  and  Charybdis,  though  classic, 
too  simply  images  the  difficulties  of  the  interpreter,  for  in 
neither  of  his  roles,  as  public  performer  or  as  another  member 
of  the  author's  audience,  are  his  duties  undivided. 

£As  public  performer,  the  interpreter  is  required  not  only 
to  be  an  actor  but  also  a  public  speaker.  In  whatever  introduc- 
tory or  transitional  material  he  utters  —  whether  to  elucidate, 
to  praise,  or  to  relate  his  selections  to  other  works  or  to  the 
interests  of  the  audience  —  the  interpreter  becomes  a  public 
speaker,  subject  to  the  same  general  principles  which  govern 
any  other  attempt  to  inform,  to  persuade,  and  to  argue.  He  is, 
even  in  those  silent  spaces  between  selections,  a  public  speaker 
who  will  determine  the  length  of  his  pause  and  what  he  does 
or  says  in  it  according  to  his  sense  (and  it  is  a  sense  rather 
than  a  formula  which  operates)  of  what  will  best  further 
audience  understanding  and  appreciation)  I  suppose  that,  ide- 
ally, the  interpreter  would  not  even  drink  water  or  scratch  his 
head  without  considering  the  effect  of  such  actions  on  the 
tensing  or  relaxing  of  audience  interest,  but  we  must  recognize 
with  these,  as  with  other  itches,  human  limitations. 

It  even  frequently  happens  that  during  the  course  of  the 
reading  itself,  the  interpreter  must  attend  to  his  role  as  public 
speaker.  His  tone  or  expression  may,  at  some  given  moment, 
relate  very  loosely  indeed  to  the  material  he  reads,  as  he  finds 
himself  forced  to  account  for  some  development  affecting 
audience  attention:  for  example,  a  number  of  late  arrivals  or, 
an  even  worse  prospect,  a  number  of  early  departures.  Such 
examples  point  only  to  the  more  obvious  causes  of  modifica- 
tions in  the  interpreter's  expression  of  a  piece.  Far  more  subtle 
causes  operate,  deriving  both  from  the  general  nature  of  a 
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given  audience  and  from  the  interpreter's  mornent-by-moment 
relation  with  its  members.  His  awareness  of  the  psycholog- 
ical state,  or  condition,  of  his  audience  will  —  or  ideally  ought 
to  —  at  all  times  affect  the  interpreter's  expression  of  his 
material. 

If  his  position  as  a  public  performer  requires  his  sensitivity 
to  states  of  mind,  as  another  member  of  the  author's  audience 
the  interpreter  is  in  the  trying  position  of  having  everybody 
else  watching  him.  At  least  he  hopes  they  are  watching  him, 
and  this  will  have  an  effect  on  his  behavior.  He  will  pay  some 
attention  to  reacting  as  a  member  of  the  author's  audience 
might  be  expected  to  react. 

For  one  thing  he  will  respond  critically.  I  believe  that 
certain  recent  investigations  suggest  that  the  normal  mind  can 
attend  to  some  six  or  seven  times  as  much  material  as  can  nor- 
mally be  spoken  to  it  in  a  given  period.  This  may  suggest 
chiefly  that  no  one  normally  says  anything  much.  But  also  it 
certainly  suggests  that  one  person  cannot  only  listen  to  another 
but,  if  he  will  only  put  six-sevenths  of  his  mind  to  it,  think 
about  what  is  said. 

Certainly  we  know  that,  even  while  he  is  responding  in 
one  part  of  his  being  to  a  literary  or  dramatic  action,  the 
reader  or  viewer  in  another  is  briskly  making  such  business- 
like remarks  as,  "Now  that's  a  stupid  thing  to  say,"  or  "A 
daring  piece  of  business,  that,"  or  "Eighteen  lines  and  nary 
a  rhyme!" 

In  the  oral  interpreter's  expression,  attitudes  like  these 
—  sometimes  supplanting,  more  frequently  merging  with  or 
qualifying  empathic  attitudes  taken  toward  the  piece  itself  — 
will  play  their  part.  It  may  be  the  suggestion,  "This  is  rela- 
tively unimportant"  or  even  "I  know  this  passage  is  a  little 
dull,  but  hang  on,  the  fine  stuff's  coming,"  or  even,  exuber- 
antly, "Now  wasn't  that  splendid!" 

The  interpreter,  as  member  of  the  author's  audience,  is 
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not  only  critic  but  also  sympathetic  sharer.  That  is,  he  will 
sometimes  express  attitudes  which  are  not  attitudes  of  the 
speakers  or  characters  within  a  piece,  but  the  different  atti- 
tudes of  the  audience  which  are  caused  by  the  literary  action]) 
A  broad  example  would  be  the  audience's  moment  of  hilarity 
during  the  episode  in  which  the  pompous  man  exasperatedly 
picks  himself  up  from  the  icy  street  on  which  he's  slipped. 

If  the  interpreter  chooses  to  express  the  audience's  hilarity 
rather  than  the  character's  exasperation,  it  may  be  in  part  an 
ingratiating  tactic.  For  how  could  he  claim  to  be  a  good  fellow 
and  yet  refuse  to  join  in  merriment  so  intense  and  wide-spread  ? 
But  there  is  also  in  this  sharing  of  the  audience's  mood  a  most 
tactful  compliment  to  the  author  which  should  warm  his  heart. 
For  in  refusing  to  suggest  the  pompous  man  in  his  downfall, 
the  interpreter  is  saying  implicitly  to  the  audience  in  whose 
laughter  he  joins,  "Notice;  you  are  not  laughing  at  my  highly 
maneuverable  face  and  voice;  all  of  us  are  laughing  because 
of  the  author's  skill."  This  may  also  suggest  that  the  inter- 
preter, as  critical  witness,  will  not  join  an  audience  mood, 
however  hearty,  which  in  his  opinion  the  art  of  the  relevant 
passage  has  not  earned. 

In  both  aspects  of  his  membership  in  the  author's  audience, 
as  critic  and  sympathetic  sharer,  the  interpreter's  reactions  will 
doubtless  merge  with  his  public  speaking,  or  persuasive,  func- 
tion. He  will  respond  with  some  gusto,  his  heightened  reac- 
tion implying  that,  since  he  finds  the  piece  worth  attending 
(and  if  he  does  not,  he  should  not  read  it),  the  rest  of  his 
audience  can  like  it,  too. 

l£  have  here  suggested  that  oral  interpretation  is  an  unfor- 
mulable  amalgam  of  acting,  public  speaking,  critical  reaction, 
and  sympathetic  sharing^  I  believe  that  close  observation  of  a 
number  of  effective  oral  interpretations  will  confirm  this  view. 

In  this  recognition  of  the  multiple  aspects  of  an  inter- 
preter's activities  lie  some  suggestions  for  clarifying  a  number 
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of  problems  confronting  the  student  of  oral  interpretation. 

(First,  it  implies  that  it  is  desirable  for  the  interpreter 
to  have  a  high  degree  of  empathic  response  to  attitudes  of 
speeches  within  the  piece  J  As  we  have  seen,  proper  communi- 
cation of  dramatic  material  requires  it.  Take,  for  example, 
the  passage  in  Wilfred  Owen's  "Duke  Et  Decorum  Est" 
in  which  the  speaker  recalls  a  soldier  caught  unprepared 
by  gas-shells: 

But  someone  still  was  yelling  out  and  stumbling 
And  flound'ring  like  a  man  in  fire  or  lime. 
Dim  through  the  misty  panes  and  thick  green  light, 
As  under  a  green  sea,  I  saw  him  drowning. 

In  all  my  dreams  before  my  helpless  sight 

He  plunges  at  me,  guttering,  choking,  drowning. 

The  interpreter  should  express  the  speaker's  attitude  of 
helpless  horror  toward  this  appalling  vision  and,  if  he  can 
also  manage  it,  perhaps  something  of  the  gassed  soldier's  own 
agony.  The  interpreter  should  express  these  things  because 
they  are  fundamental  aspects  of  the  passage  which  it  is  his 
function  to  communicate. 

'Second,  recognition  of  the  interpreter's  multiple  activities 
permits  us  to  note  more  accurately  the  causes  and  nature  of 
limitations  on  the  interpreter's  empathic  response  to  the  atti- 
tudes of  speakers  within  a  literary  piece  J  We  need  not  fall  prey 
to  the  hint  that  for  some  more  or  less  mystic  reason,  each  line 
must  be  read  with  a  certain  detachment.  Instead,  long  passages 
or  even  whole  poems  may  be  read  as  if  there  were  no  distance 
at  all  between  the  attitudes  of  the  interpreter  and  those  of 
characters  within  the  selection.  (Again,  as  the  interpreter  finds 
it  necessary  or  appropriate  to  attend  to  his  role  as  public 
speaker,  critic,  or  sympathetic  sharer,  the  distance  between 
interpreter  and  literary  speaker  may  widen  slightly,  or  grow 
very  great.!  I  cannot,  for  example,  say  that  the  passage  from 
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Owen  which  I  have  just  cited  must  be  read  with  a  high  degree 
of  empathic  response.  It  should,  if  possible,  because  horror 
of  a  certain  sort  is  the  attitude  which  the  passage  seeks  to 
communicate.  But  if  some  other  aspect  of  his  situation  requires 
it,  the  interpreter's  empathic  response  must  be  modified. 

We  may,  if  we  wish,  continue  to  speak  of  "aesthetic  dis- 
tance," but  we  will  now  understand  it  more  clearly  as  a  neces- 
sity of  the  interpreter's  total  situation,  having  different  causes, 
and  ordinarily  obtaining  to  the  reading  of  various  passages  in 
a  variety  of  quality  and  degree  as  the  result  of  these  different 
causes. 

I  might  add  here,  lest  it  be  thought  that  I  too  much  empha- 
size factors  causing  aesthetic  distance  as  regrettable  necessities, 
that  they  are  regrettable  only  when  one  idealizes  human  nature 
and  audience  behavior.  If  our  hearts  were  at  all  times  open  to 
each  current  of  the  human  spirit,  it  would  indeed  be  a  pity 
and  a  crime  to  weaken  that  current  by  sending  it  out  through 
the  aesthetic  distances.  But  our  hearts  are  not  open.  They  are 
clogged  where  they  are  not  sealed  off  in  their  own  affairs. 
Consequently,  we  may  quite  accurately  regard  those  aspects 
of  the  interpreter's  work  which  lead  him  away  from  a  direct 
expression  of  a  piece's  attitudes  into  preparing  an  audience 
for  their  reception,  as  his  laudable  effort  to  make  his  audience 
humane  and  open-hearted. 
\S  Third,  the  present  view  of  the  interpreter's  activities  dis- 
miss as  irrelevant  the  frequent  interdict,  referring  particularly 
to  gesture  of  arm  and  hand,  against  bodily  activity  in  oral 
interpretation. 

For  the  number  of  persons  who  have  seen  gestures  used 
successfully  in  oral  interpretation,  strictures  against  them  are 
likely  to  appear  merely  comical  —  rather  like  an  attempt  to 
draw  up  a  code  of  conduct  for  the  Tea  Ceremony.  But  the 
matter  cannot  be  so  simply  dismissed.  Since  it  has  been  fre- 
quently observed  that  bodily  movement  tends  to  increase  in 
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proportion  to  emotional  involvement,  its  proscription  derives 
from  the  notion  that  aesthetic  distance  is  an  omnipresent  neces- 
sity in  oral  interpretation,  and  is  negated  only  when  that  notion 
is  shown,  as  I  have  tried  to  show  it,  to  be  false. 

Also  it  can  be  empirically  shown,  I  think,  that  oral  inter- 
preters generally  do  not  make  as  many  large  bodily  gestures 
as  actors,  for  example,  are  likely  to  make.  But  this  is  not 
because  there  is  anything  inherently  wrong  in  an  interpreter's 
gesture.  We  have  already  seen  the  greater  number  of  limita- 
tions on  his  empathic  response  to  attitudes  of  speakers  within 
a  piece,  and  these  limitations  frequently  work  to  suppress  ges- 
ture. But  gesture  can  be  successfully  used  by  interpreters,  and 
the  entire  argument  can  be  summed  up  in  a  convincing  tautol- 
ogy: ^vhen  the  interpreter's  gesture  is  successful,  it  is  successful.) 
(Fourth,  this  view  of  his  many-faceted  function  helps  to 
verify  the  assumption  that  oral  interpretation  is  an  independ- 
ent art.) 

This  asumption  is  sometimes  thought  to  be  too  embarrass- 
ing to  accept  as  true.  It  suggests  that  the  reader  of  disgraceful 
material  may  be  an  artist,  whereas  the  reader  of  excellent 
material  may  be  disgraceful. 

As  with  other  disagreeable  facts,  some  students  of  inter- 
pretation have  sought  to  explain  this  one  out  of  existence. 
They  suggest  that  oral  interpretation  is  an  art  only  when  the 
material  read  is  an  art.  But  this  is  to  confuse  the  nature  of  a 
thing  with  its  impact.  It  is  quite  true  that  an  excellent  reading 
of  a  great  poem  will  be  more  rewarding  than  an  excellent 
reading  of  a  poor  poem,  for  that  auditor  prepared  to  under- 
stand both.  It  is  also  true  that  good  material  —  that  is,  mate- 
rial of  a  certain  density  of  effect  —  will  possibly  put  greater 
demands  on  an  interpreter's  art  than  poor  material.  Yet  this  is 
certainly  not  always  the  case,  as  many  a  misled  interpreter  who 
has  sweat  to  salvage  a  piece  of  literary  junk  can  testify. 

From  considerations  like  those  I  have  made  above  of  the 
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interpreter's  activity,^  think  we  must  conclude  that  oral  inter- 
pretation is  an  art  independent  of  the  nature  of  what  is  read. 
We  have  seen  that  oral  interpretation  is  an  unformulable  amal- 
gam of  several  activities.  It  is  the  oral  interpreter's  art  —  and 
it  is  in  this  sense  that  he  is  artist  —  to  proportion  this  amalgam 
in  a  concrete  situation^ 

If  this  is  true,  what  are  we  to  make  of  the  oral  interpreter's 
capacity  to  deliver  well  that  which  —  in  terms  of  literary  qual- 
ity —  might  better  remain  undelivered  ?  Well,  let  us  not  crit- 
icize the  art  of  interpretation,  for  to  read  poor  literature  aloud 
is,  after  all,  a  decision  we  need  not  make.  Rather,  let  us,  if 
we  can  sufficiently  abstract  ourselves  from  his  material  when 
it  is  impoverished,  applaud  the  good  public  reader's  art; 
for,  in  considering  oral  interpretation's  bearing  on  literary 
study,  we  do  well  to  recognize  it  as  an  independent  art  of 
some  complexity. 

This  is  not,  I  think,  sufficiently  understood.  Many  literary 
persons  —  among  them  perhaps  those  most  zealous  for  the 
prosperity  of  serious  literature  —  fear  if  they  do  not  disdain 
oral  interpretation.  They  associate  it  with  artifice  and  exhibi- 
tionism and,  in  an  effort  to  avoid  these  possible  crimes  by  a 
speaker  against  a  cherished  literary  text,  they  assume  that  fully 
understanding  a  truly  good  piece  is  enough  to  assure  its  proper 
public  reading. 

Thus  when  these  persons  —  frequently  good  scholars  and 
critics  —  address  the  pieces  or  passages  they  admire,  to  stu- 
dents or  to  other  audiences,  they  read  with  such  splendid 
subjective  appreciation,  and  also  usually  with  such  excellent 
pronunciation,  that  they  can  scarcely  believe  that  what  is  so 
easy  for  them  to  do  can  be  so  ill-received.  Often,  I  fear,  they 
blame  their  bored  audiences  for  coarseness  of  sensibility,  and 
perhaps  sometimes  they  are  right.  But  frequently  enough  they 
have  themselves  to  blame  for  reading  good  work  poorly  — 
either  because  they  are  without  talent  for  public  reading  (and, 
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regrettable  though  it  may  be,  that  mysterious  basic  quality  is 
rather  more  of  a  gift  than  an  achievement)  or  because  they 
are  untrained  and  inexperienced  in  the  art  of  public  delivery. 
It  is  well  that  they  understand  the  difficulties  of  that  art  before 
they  practice  it. 

I  hope  that  here  I  have  already  given  some  idea  of  the 
complexity  of  oral  interpretation  and  in  the  remainder  of  my 
remarks,  now  coming  to  their  conclusion,  I  shall  consider  in 
general  terms  the  duties  of  that  oral  interpreter  who  would 
put  his  art  at  the  disposal  of  the  art  of  literature. 

If  oral  interpretation  is  not  easily  mastered,  neither  is  the 
understanding  of  serious  literature  an  easy  achievement.  Nev- 
ertheless, it  is  evident  that  the  interpreter  must  understand  a 
literary  work,  however  difficult,  before  he  is  able  to  commu- 
nicate it  accurately  and  vividly.) 

Fortunately  this  does  not  mean  that  the  interpreter  is  set 
an  impossible  task,  for  this  wide  view  of  his  work  does  not 
mean  that  he  must  be  an  expert  in  all  aspects  of  literary  study. 
Literary  matters  of  importance  may  be  of  relatively  small  con- 
sequence to  the  oral  interpreter  in  his  professional  capacity. 

In  saying  this,  I  am  thinking  of  the  distinction  made  by 
Professors  Austin  Warren  and  Rene  Wellek  between  the  art  of 
reading  and  literary  scholarship:  ''To  say  that  literary  study 
serves  only  the  art  of  reading  is  to  misconceive  the  ideal  of 
organized  knowledge,  however  indispensable  this  art  may  be 
to  the  student  of  literature.  Even  though  'reading'  be  used 
broadly  enough  to  include  critical  understanding  and  sensi- 
bility, the  art  of  reading  is  an  ideal  for  purely  personal  culti- 
vation. As  such  it  is  highly  desirable,  and  also  serves  as  a  basis 
of  a  widely  spread  literary  culture.  It  cannot,  however,  replace 
the  conception  of  'literary  scholarship,'  conceived  of  as  a 
super-personal  tradition." 

There  is  doubtless  a  level  of  theoretical  speculation  at 
which  a  distinction  like  this  may  become  suspect,  since  it  may 
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seem  to  imply  that  some  aspects  of  literary  scholarship  have 
not  even  the  potentiality  for  affecting  "critical  understanding 
and  sensibility"  or  "personal  cultivation."  But  surely  this  dis- 
tinction, as  stated  in  these  scholars'  open,  tolerant  fashion, 
points  to  a  practical  fact.  Some  kinds  of  literary  study  have  a 
direct  and  immediate  bearing  on  understanding  works  of  lit- 
erature; other  kinds  have  only  a  remote  connection,  if  any, 
with  enlarged  sensibility. 

Oral  interpretation's  special  service  is,  I  think,  to  the  "art 
of  reading"  —  that  is,  to  the  understanding  of  the  qualities 
and  values  of  specific  literary  texts.  Consequently,  it  is  required 
of  the  interpreter  that  he  become  most  familiar  with  those 
aspects  of  literary  study  which  most  directly  bear  on  under- 
standing literary  art.  This  means,  practically,  that  he  must 
probably  attend  more  closely  to  critical  and  theoretical  studies 
than  to  biographical  and  historical  ones — though,  where  these 
may  affect  his  awareness  of  the  piece  he  is  to  communicate,  he 
must  deal  with  these  studies,  too. 

However,  I  am  not  interested  here  in  drawing  up  a  pro- 
grain  of  studies  for  the  interpreter,  but  rather  in  suggesting 
that  he  should  know  how  literature  works  and  what  its  ele- 
ments are,  that  he  should  be  able  to  bring  this  knowledge  to 
bear  on  particular  works  of  literary  art,  and  that  he  should  be 
able  to  communicate  vividly  to  an  audience  his  own  achieved 
awareness  of  specific  works J 

This  is  to  say  that  ((it  is  the  task  of  the  interpreter,  highly 
aware  of  a  given  piece  of  literature,  to  affect  the  auditor's 
awareness  of  the  piece.jThe  effect  may  be  of  various  sorts. 
It  may  sometimes  be  almost  a  direct  transference,  so  that  the 
high  degree  of  the  interpreter's  awareness  becomes  the  audi- 
tor's own.  More  often,  it  may  be  a  correction  or  extension  of 
awareness,  as  when  someone  already  familiar  with  a  poem  has 
some  further  facet  of  it  revealed  to  him  by  another  person's 
public  reading  of  it.  It  may  be  an  encouragement  to  aware- 
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ness,  as  when  someone  is  motivated  by  a  public  reading  to 
study  some  poem  of  which  an  oral  interpretation  made  him 
more  or  less  vaguely  aware.  But,  whatever  the  specific  result, 
(the  oral  interpreter  of  literature  will  seek  to  affect  the  audi- 
tor's awareness  of  the  piece  which  is  interpreted./1 

When  the  piece  is  good,  when  the  interpreter  intensely 
understands  and  vividly  impresses  it  on  the  minds  of  his 
auditors,  we  may  say  that  his  art  of  communication  serves 
literature  well. 


48 


Ill 


THE  EXPRESSION  OF 
THE  ORAL  INTERPRETER 


Ill 

The  Expression  of  the 
Oral  Interpreter 

JLN  THE  previous  lecture,  in  discussing  oral 
interpretation  as  a  speech  art,  I  treated  it  as  an  art  of  commu- 
nication. I  suggested  that  the  interpreter,  in  communicating 
a  text,  must  take  account  of  his  relationship,  both  to  the  text 
and  to  the  audience,  of  which  he  is  himself,  in  a  certain  sense, 
a  member.  I  suggested  further  that  in  order  to  communicate  a 
written  work  the  interpreter  performs  a  multiple  role  as  public 
speaker,  actor,  critical  commentator,  and  sympathetic  sharer. 
In  using  the  term  actor  I  was  thinking  of  that  aspect  of 
the  interpreter's  communicative  art  concerned  with  expressing 
what  is  orally  expressible  in  a  given  text.  Because  I  have 
named  three  other  aspects  of  oral  interpretation  does  not  mean 
that  expressing  a  text  is  but  one-fourth  of  the  interpreter's  job. 
It  is,  rather,  so  obviously  of  central  importance  that  some  per- 
sons take  it  for  the  whole  of  the  art. 
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Consequently,  now  I  should  like  to  move  in  for  a  closer 
look  at  the  interpreter's  expression  of  a  text.  We  shall  here 
think  of  all  his  other  roles  as  merely  so  many  means  by  which 
he  keeps  his  audience  alert  to  the  text  he  is  reading,  and  con- 
cern ourselves  solely  with  those  elements  of  a  text  which  the 
interpreter  can  express,  the  value  of  his  expression  of  them, 
and  the  means  by  v/hich  he  expresses  them. 

One  can  of  course  describe  what  is  expressible  in  a  text 
at  different  levels  of  generality.  Perhaps  the  most  general 
description  possible  would  suggest  that  the  interpreter  can 
express  the  qualities  and  the  relative  importance  of  linguistic 
elements  of  a  text.  We  know,  for  example,  that  some  words 
in  a  sentence  are  more  important  than  others  in  conveying 
meaning,  that  some  sentences  in  a  paragraph  carry  more 
weight  than  still  other  sentences,  that  some  passages  in  the 
text  are  more  crucial  than  others.  To  communicate  a  text 
publicly  we  must  preserve  these  hierarchies  of  significance  as 
they  appear  in  the  text.  Keeping  to  my  hierarchical  figure, 
perhaps  I  should  say  that  the  interpreter  should  respect  the 
orders  of  importance,  because  that  implies  a  nicety  of  dis- 
crimination v/hich  is  necessary  for  the  good  reading  aloud  of 
any  text.  One  cannot  merely  divide  that  throng  of  linguistic 
elements  into  a  few  groups  —  the  loud,  the  soft,  the  fast,  and 
the  slow,  for  example  —  and  then,  as  it  were,  seat  his  groups 
indifferently  in  so  many  corners  of  a  room.  Rather,  he  must 
preserve  the  most  careful  court  etiquette,  knowing  not  merely 
that  the  barons  must  both  bow  first  to  the  viscount,  but  also 
which  baron  has  the  right  to  pick  up  his  fork  first. 

Although  we  may  laugh  a  little  at  my  Connecticut  Yan- 
kee's Court  of  Discourse,  it  is  nevertheless  worth  mentioning 
to  indicate  the  particular  attention  which  the  oral  interpreter 
must  give  all  the  words  and  elements  of  his  text,  in  their  com- 
plicated relations  to  one  another;  and  it  is,  perhaps,  as  satis- 
factory a  general  description  of  what  an  oral  interpreter  can 
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express  as  any  other. 

Here,  however,  I  shall  choose  to  describe  what  the  oral 
interpreter  can  express  in  terms  of  aspects  of  experience,  real 
or  imagined,  which  the  elements  of  a  text  may  evoke.  A  less 
general  order  of  description,  it  is  better  adapted  to  the  literary 
text,  which  is  our  present  chief  concern. 

I  shall  suggest  simply  that  the  oral  interpreter  can  express 
attitudes,  properties  of  objects,  and  actions. 

By  the  expression  of  attitudes,  I  mean  that  the  interpreter 
can  express  an  author's  or  his  fictive  character (s) '  ''sadness," 
"happiness,"  "jocularity,"  and  such  qualities,  in  their  various 
modulations  and  levels  of  intensity.  Such  qualities  are  often 
referred  to  as  "emotions"  or  "feelings,"  which  are  also  ade- 
quate names  for  them. 

If  we  ordinarily  prefer  to  think  of  these  qualities  as  "atti- 
tudes" it  may  be  because  the  word  better  suggests  cognitive 
elements.  We  may  think  of  emotion  as  something  detached 
from  contemplation  of  a  stimulus.  A  person  may,  for  example, 
feel  considerable  emotion  when  he  burns  his  fingers  on  a 
hot  stove,  without  paying  much  attention  to  the  qualities  of 
the  stove.  In  literary  texts,  however,  emotions  are  ordinarily 
related  to  an  author's  (or  his  characters')  assessment  of  a  sit- 
uation, so  that  our  hero's  "sardonic  humor"  comes  after  much 
observation  of  the  fool  on  whom  he  unleashes  his  wit,  or 
another's  "rage"  develops  as  he  thinks  about  disagreeable 
qualities  in  some  object  or  person. 

I  do  not  doubt  that  the  interchanging  of  words  like  "atti- 
tude," "emotion,"  "feeling,"  and  even  "tone"  sometimes  cre- 
ates unfortunate  ambiguities,  but  so  long  as  we  recogni2e  that 
this  is  the  case,  we  can  usually  figure  out  what  a  given  writer 
is  talking  about  in  a  given  context.  Here,  I  am  thinking  of 
attitude  as  any  state  of  mind  (it  may  be  that  of  the  author  or 
of  his  fictive  character  or  characters)  evoked  by  the  text. 

Properties  of  objects  comprise  the  second  class  of  ele- 
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ments  which  an  interpreter  may  express. 

Let  us  consider  a  phrase:  "Gingerbread  is  preferable  to 
hardtack."  It  is  possible,  as  we  have  seen,  for  the  oral  reader 
to  indicate  preference  —  that  is,  to  take  an  attitude  tov/ard 
"gingerbread"  and  "hardtack";  a  smile  on  uttering  "ginger- 
bread," a  look  of  disdain,  a  sneer  in  the  voice  on  uttering 
"hardtack"  (I  hope  you  maintain  a  proper  "skeptical  poise" 
on  hearing  these  descriptions) .  But  as  well  as  taking  an  atti- 
tude, the  reader  may  suggest  (though  unquestionably  in  "thin 
strokes"  or,  in  Korzybski's  useful  metaphorical  phrase,  by  a 
"high  order"  of  abstraction)  properties  of  the  object.  Per- 
haps the  significant  properties  which  could  be  suggested  here 
would  be  properties  of  texture  (the  soft-ness  of  gingerbread, 
the  hard-ness  of  hardtack)  :  a  soft,  luxurious  quality  of  voice, 
let  us  say,  for  "gingerbread,"  a  clipped,  shorter  articulation 
of  "hardtack." 

At  this  point,  permit  me  to  anticipate  briefly  my  discussion 
of  the  interpreter's  means  of  expression,  because  the  ability  of 
the  oral  interpreter  —  himself  an  "object"  of  a  special  sort,  a 
live  human  being  —  to  suggest  through  his  own  activity  prop- 
erties of  such  objects  as  gingerbread  and  hardtack  may  seem 
initially  much  harder  to  understand  than  his  ability  to  express 
the  attitudes  of  speakers  or  "characters,"  human  beings  like 
himself.  The  interpreter  has  a  number  of  methods,  through 
effective  physical  movement  and  gesture,  to  suggest  properties, 
but  I  shall  discuss  here  only  his  vocal  means. 

You  will  notice  from  my  example  above  that  a  suggestion 
of  properties  is  created  by  a  kind  of  auditory  metaphor;  the 
texture  of  gingerbread  relates  to  the  texture  of  hardtack  as 
the  texture  of  one  "noise"  made  by  the  interpreter  relates  to 
another.  But  let  us  leave  our  hardtack  for  a  moment  to  turn 
to  a  line  from  an  actual  poem:  "My  love  is  like  a  red  red  rose." 
I  think  we  may  safely  assume  that  the  repetition  of  "red"  sug- 
gests an  especially  vivid  rose  (that  is,  a  rose  whose  property 
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of  color  is  an  intense  redness).  This  quality  of  intense  or 
vivid  color  may  possibly  be  suggested  by  a  certain  intensity  of 
sound-effect.  In  this  case,  I  suspect  that  the  interpreter  will 
create  his  sound-effect  by  an  increase  of  his  normal  volume 
and  a  more  than  usual  prolongation  of  the  vowel  as  he  reads 
the  words  "red  red,"  and  that,  furthermore,  the  quality  of  his 
pause  between  the  first  "red"  and  the  second  one  will  serve  to 
link  the  words  very  closely,  as  if  together  they  make  one 
bright  bright  red. 

Doubtless  I  need  not  stress  the  obvious  point  that  there  is 
nothing  inherent  in  any  noise  which  will  immediately  evoke 
in  a  listener  the  notion  of  gingerbread  or  hardtack  or  a  red 
red  rose.  Nor  shall  I  puzzle  the  troubling  question  of  onomato- 
poeia: whether  or  not,  for  example,  the  sounds  of  "s,"  "f,"  and 
"z"  make  "sizzle"  sizzle  and  "fizzle"  fizzle.  It  is  not  really  a 
matter  which  need  greatly  concern  the  oral  interpreter  (as 
performer,  at  least,  if  not  as  scholar) .  If  something  inherent 
in  the  sound  of  a  word  permits  him  to  suggest,  merely  by 
uttering  the  sound,  some  property  or  quality  of  an  object,  well 
and  good.  By  and  large,  however,  he  may  safely  assume  that 
his  own  auditory  metaphors  —  with  which,  as  in  the  "intense" 
delivery  of  the  "vivid"  rose,  he  creates  suggestions  of  proper- 
ties— -become  meaningful  only  in  the  enunciation  of  verbal 
symbols,  with  specific  denotations  and  fields  of  connotation. 

Before  leaving  this  matter  of  suggesting  properties,  I 
should,  however,  like  to  recall  to  your  minds  that  I  am  sug- 
gesting what  the  interpreter  may  express  and  not  what  he 
must  express.  I  find  it  rather  hard,  for  example,  to  imagine 
that  passage  in  the  reading  of  which  it  would  be  important 
for  the  oral  interpreter  to  distinguish  the  textures  of  ginger- 
bread and  hardtack;  on  the  other  hand,  I  think  it  is  rather 
obviously  important,  in  reading  Burns' s  poem,  to  deliver  up 
a  vividly  red  rose.  It  may  also  be  noted  that,  once  the  inter- 
preter has  determined  that  it  is_important  to  suggest  the  prop- 
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erty  of  an  object,  it  remains  for  him  to  consider  how  fully,  or 
fleetingly,  the  text  requires  that  he  should  "construct"  the 
quality:  he  must  learn  from  his  full  understanding  of  the 
whole  text  just  how  red  is  the  rose.  Decisions  of  this  sort  con- 
front the  interpreter  phrase  by  phrase,  word  by  word,  "nay, 
letter  by  letter."  But  then,  I  am  not  trying  to  prove  that  his 
art,  in  its  full  development,  is  a  simple  one ! 

A  suggestion  of  properties  is,  to  be  sure,  so  fused  with 
attitudes  taken  toward  objects  that  frequently  they  can  hardly 
be  separated,  either  in  their  production  or  effect.  In  the  case 
of  the  vivid  rose,  for  example,  we  may  also  find  the  interpreter 
delivering  it  to  us  fresh  or  tender:  &  quality  of  that  sort  might 
be  involved  if  the  interpreter  renders  the  tenderness  of  the 
speaker's  attitude  in  comparing  his  beloved  to  a  new  June 
rose.  Still,  the  reader  may  prove  the  distinction  made  here 
quickly  enough  to  his  own  satisfaction  by  twice  reading  the 
statement  above  concerning  gingerbread  and  hardtack,  once 
attempting  to  communicate  some  idea  of  preference,  and  again 
attempting  to  communicate  a  notion  of  preference  for  a  soft 
object  to  a  hard  object  (to  suggest  a  preference  for  a  tasty 
object  to  an  untasty  object  would  basically  involve  us  in  an 
expression  of  attitude:  that  is,  we  may  know  that  gingerbread 
is  tasty  because  of  the  attitude  taken  toward  it,  some  variation 
of  stomach-rubbing  and  lip-licking) . 

Alertness  to  the  properties  attributed  to  objects  in  a  given 
text  serves  to  discipline  the  interpreter's  expression  of  atti- 
tudes. That  is,  only  by  his  alertness  to  the  qualities  of  objects 
toward  which  attitudes  of  the  author  or  his  characters  are 
taken,  can  the  interpreter  express  the  correct  intensity  or  level 
of  attitude.  Let  us  imagine  I  do  indeed  say,  "Gingerbread  is 
preferable  to  hardtack"  with  wide  smiles,  stomach-rubbings, 
and  before  I  am  through  with  the  phrase,  wide  wide  sneers 
and  bitter  growls.  Something  is  rotten,  this  side  of  the  ginger- 
bread. Very  simply,  I  know  what  attitude  to  take,  in  its  exact 
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degree  or  intensity,  because  I  know  now  toward  what  the  atti- 
tude is  taken.  With  another  phrase  —  let  us  say,  "Thomism 
is  preferable  to  Presentationalism" —  I  probably  cannot  say 
with  much  confidence  whether  any  given  intensity  of  the  atti- 
tude of  preference  is  right  or  wrong,  good  or  bad,  since,  if 
any  relationship  involving  preference  actually  exists  between 
these  names-for-somethings  I  don't  know  what  it  is. 

Actions  of  one  sort  or  another  comprise  the  third  class  of 
elements  which  the  interpreter  can  express.  We  may  relate  this 
class  to  the  previous  one  by  saying  that  the  interpreter  can 
denote  dynamic  properties  of  persons,  objects,  or  events.  A 
good  example  of  this  might  be  found  in  the  phrase  of  Arnold's 
where  he  talks  of  the  sea's  "melancholy,  long,  withdrawing 
roar,"  which  the  reader  can  express  by  suggesting  in  the  con- 
text of  briefer  vocal  signs,  this  "long"  withdrawing-ness. 

If  it  is  thought  that  this  example  too  much  overlaps  the 
above  function,  as  an  illustration  of  ways  in  which  properties 
of  objects  may  be  suggested,  a  better  example  might  be  taken 
from  Shakespeare: 

How  shall  summer's  honey  breath  hold  out 
Against  the  wreckful  siege  of  battering  days  ? 

One  effective  way  of  expressing  this  line  would  be  to  sug- 
gest, among  other  things,  the  nature  of  the  action.  "Days" 
are  compared  to  the  relentless,  inexorable  battering-rams  of  a 
feudal  siege,  so  in  reading  the  line  we  could  emphasize  the 
regularity  of  meter  until  "battering,"  which  could  be,  in  effect, 
"vibrated"  against  "days."  That  is,  it  would  be  possible  to 
suggest  something  of  the  slow,  regular,  methodical  way  in 
which  the  soldiers  lift  the  heavy  ram,  swing  it  regularly  back 
and  forth,  and  smash  it  into  the  gate. 

"You  will  notice  that  these  three  expressible  aspects  of  a 
text  do  not  lie  side  by  side,  like  sticks  in  a  box,  but  grow  into 
and  out  of  one  another,  like  fingers  on  a  palm,  and  perhaps 
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we  could  generalize  their  expressibility  in  this  way:  They  are 
related  elements  of  that  literary  experience  evoked  by  the  text, 
which  the  oral  interpreter  can  translate  to  and  express  in  his 
own  behavior. 

Before  discussing  his  means  of  expression,  let  us  consider 
briefly  the  value  of  his  expressing  a  piece  of  literature. 

I  have  already  mentioned  the  modern  stress  on  the  dramatic 
nature  of  literature.  While  attitudes  may  be  an  element  in  any 
form  of  discourse,  we  may  think  them  of  special  —  indeed, 
frequently  of  fundamental  —  importance  in  literary  texts.  Mr. 
Clean th  Brooks,  for  example,  suggests  that  "the  unifying  prin- 
ciple of  the  organization  which  is  the  poem  is  an  attitude  or 
complex  of  attitudes."  It  would  appear  then  that  the  reader 
who  can  express  these  attitudes  precisely  has  accomplished 
something  of  importance  in  making  a  literary  experience  avail- 
able to  an  audience. 

Naturally,  his  services  may  not  be  required.  The  attitudes, 
after  all,  are  there,  richly  impregnating  the  literary  text.  His 
bloodshot  eyes  enthralled  by  his  book,  the  solitary  silent 
reader,  someone  will  say,  can  get  all  these  attitudes  and  all 
this  experience  for  himself.  So  of  course  he  may.  He  may  get 
the  attitudes  in  their  exactness  just  as  he  may  get  everything 
else  which  criticism  offers  him  by  himself.  What  do  I  care 
what  the  professor  thinks  of  the  unity  of  plot  in  War  and 
Peace  if  I  have  already  thought  it  before  he  got  to  me  ?  How 
can  I  be  excited  by  the  seven  types  of  ambiguity  if  I  have 
already  found  eight? 

Please  do  not  understand  me  to  mean  that  criticism  is  not 
valuable.  It  is  only  because  I  think  it  is,  or  can  be,  of  immense 
value  that  I  can  have  the  same  faith  in  oral  interpretation,  as 
an  order  of  insight  into  a  work  of  literature.  I  mean  merely  to 
say  that  critics,  like  oral  interpreters,  must  base  their  claim  to 
value  on  the  assumption  that  all  readers  are  not  perfectly 
alert,  and  that  even  alert  readers  can  learn  things  about  a  rich 
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text  from  one  another.  The  student  struggling  with  a  line  in 
order,  as  he  at  least  puts  it  to  himself,  "to  read  it  well  out 
loud,"  may  at  last  discover  the  attitude  which  eluded  him, 
first  in  his  eye  and  mind,  next  in  his  voice.  The  expert  critic 
may  also  learn  something  from  the  expert  reading,  like  the 
teacher  who  accused  Charles  Laughton  of  cutting  some  of 
Shakespeare's  passages  to  make  them  seem  interesting.  When 
Laughton  showed  that  his  reading  had  cut  nothing,  the  Eng- 
lish professor  was  pleased  to  confess  that  the  oral  reading  had 
shown  him  the  passage  in  a  new  light. 

This  casting  of  new  light  is  the  basic  job  of  all  criticism, 
and  when  it  comes  to  showing  attitudes  clearly,  we  may  well 
think  that  the  oral  interpreter  is  the  most  suggestive  and  accu- 
rate of  all  critics.  Of  course  we  may  always  write  our  descrip- 
tions of  the  speaker's  attitudes.  We  may  say,  as  I  have  said 
here,  that  he's  jocular  or  happy  or  sad;  we  may  bring  to  bear 
a  modification  or  two,  as  when  we  say  he's  wryly  humorous. 
But  still  we  are  plagued  —  or  ought  to  be  plagued  —  by  the 
question,  "How  wry?  How  humorous?"  To  discover  that,  we 
must  go  back  to  the  text,  and,  at  its  best,  oral  interpretation 
can  more  triumphantly  conduct  us  there,  we  may  think,  than 
any  written  comment. 

Let  us  look  at  that  literary  text  once  more. 

R.  P.  Blackmur,  whose  key  critical  term  "gesture"  I  take 
to  be  close  to  "attitude,"  writes  of  the  matter  in  this  way: 
"Gesture  is  not  only  native  to  language,  it  comes  before  it  in 
a  still  richer  sense,  and  must  be,  as  it  were,  carried  into  it 
whenever  the  context  is  imaginative."  Blackmur  then  shows 
concretely  what  he  means  by  this.  He  tells  of  seeing  a  woman 
loaded  down  with  packages  trying  to  get  to  her  seat  in  a  mov- 
ing bus,  a  woman  who  managed  to  express  "by  sniffs  and 
snorts,  by  smiles,  by  sticking  her  tongue  out  very  sharp,  by 
batting  her  very  blue  eyes  about,  and  generally  by  cocking  her 
head  this  way  and  that .  .  .  the  whole  mixed  flourishing  sense 
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of  her  disconcertment,  her  discomfiture,  her  uncertainty." 
Blackmur  concludes  that  "the  highest  use  of  language  (that 
is,  literature)  cannot  be  made  without  incorporating  some 
such  quality  of  gesture  within  it." 

This  view  of  literature  can  hardly  fail  to  excite  our  interest 
in  the  potentialities  of  oral  interpretation  as  a  consequential 
aspect  of  literary  study.  If  literature  is  constantly  batting  its 
very  blue  eyes  about,  so  is  the  interpreter,  whose  sniffs,  like 
literature's,  must  subtly  relate  and  delicately  harmonize  with 
his  snorts. 

Surely,  however  humorously  we  put  it,  there  is  a  strong 
suggestion  in  views  like  Blackmur' s  that  an  excellent  way  of 
understanding  literature  is  to  read  it  as  teachers  of  Interpreta- 
tion emphasize  that  it  must  be  read;  that  is,  by  appropriating 
to  one's  own  organism  the  attitudes  or  gestures  of  a  given  piece 
—  and  by  grasping  the  qualities  of  objects  toward  which  the 
attitudes  are  taken. 

The  poet's  business,  we  say,  is  to  present  imaginative 
worlds,  bustling  with  attitudes,  actions,  and  objects.  Of  course 
a  poem  is  a  meaningful  world,  but  its  meaning  is  immanent 
in  the  qualities  which  it  presents.  Without  a  grasp  of  those 
qualities  —  which  through  his  devices  of  sound  and  imagery 
and  connotation  the  poet  seeks  to  evoke  for  us — we  can  hardly 
grasp  the  true  meaning  of  his  world,  any  more  than  in  our 
coarse  "real"  world  we  could  really  understand  the  meaning- 
ful proposition  that  dogs  are  friends  to  man  if  we  had  never 
observed  a  dog  or,  at  least,  had  it  pretty  well  described  to  us. 

An  empathic  response  to  these  literary  worlds,  then,  is  not 
merely  some  talented  trick  of  a  good  oral  interpreter,  but  is 
also  necessary,  we  think,  to  understand  the  particular  kind  of 
meaning  which  the  literary  structure  can  afford:  that  is,  an 
experience  which  can  literally  only  be  understood  when  it  is 
vicariously  shared^ 

In  pointing  to  the  oral  interpreter's  empathic  response  to 
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literature,  we  have  begun  to  turn  our  attention  to  the  means 
by  which  he  expresses  a  text.  To  put  it  in  the  widest  terms,  he 
translates  or  "reproduces"  the  linguistic  activity  of  the  written 
scene  into  bodily  activity. 

But  let  us  look  at  his  means  more  closely,  dividing  his 
bodily  activity  into  not-altogether  arbitrary  divisions  so  that 
we  may  discriminate  more  clearly  its  nature,  and  noting  the 
ways  in  which  he  expresses  attitudes,  properties  of  objects, 
and  actions.  I  shall  suggest  here  three  important  means  by 
which  the  interpreter  expresses  a  text,  though  there  are  of 
course  doubtless  other  ways,  or  at  least  other  ways  of  looking. 

We  may  note  first  that  the  interpreter  expresses  a  text  in 
(facial„  vocal,  and  bodily  behavior. 

In  rendering  a  passage,  a  reader  must  often  decide  which 
of  these  three  major  expressive-areas  should  be  emphasized. 
When  I  say  that  the  reader  "decides"  where  his  expressive 
.  emphasis  shall  lie,  I  do  not  mean  that  his  is  a  necessarily 
conscious  decision.  As  equally  successful  writers  are  quite 
differently  "conscious"  of  their  intentions,  so,  I  suspect,  are 
equally  successful  interpreters.  Nor  do  I  mean,  in  referring 
to  facial,  vocal,  and  bodily  areas,  that  an  oral  interpreter  is 
a  machine  composed  of  three  parts,  like  a  fountain  pen,  holder, 
and  scratch  pad  set.  The  oral  interpreter  is  of  course  an  organic 
being  in  whom  all  arbitrarily  designated  areas  are  affected 
simultaneously  by  emotion,  so  that  facial,  vocal,  and  bodily 
expression  are  nearly  always  interconnected.  But,  frequently 
enough  in  a  successful  reading,  there  are  meaningful  varia- 
tions in  emphasis  (during  the  reading  of  a  word,  or  a  phrase, 
or  the  whole  piece)  on  these  expressive-areas. 

Sometimes  a  given  interpreter's  commitment  to  one  or 
another  of  these  areas  is  the  result  of  personal  limitations :  a 
reader  who  cannot  convey  much  through  facial  expression  may 
nevertheless  be  able  to  suggest  (let  us  say,  for  example)  the 
young  man's  ardor  by  a  "deep,  thrilling"  tone  of  voice.  But, 
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given  an  interpreter  who  is  perfectly  responsive,  he  may  vary 
his  expressive  emphasis  according  to  intrinsic  qualities  of 
the  piece  he  is  reading.  To  take  a  broad  example,  the  inter- 
preter hardly  needs  to  concern  himself  during  a  reading  of 
Oscar  Wilde's  The  Importance  of  Being  Earnest,  with  Alger- 
non Moncrieff's  body.  Algernon's  "body"  has  a  very  small 
part  to  play  in  the  action,  including  the  love-scenes  (I  do  not 
mean  that  the  interpreter  doesn't  need  to  think  about  his  own 
bodily  movements;  he  may  find  it  more  difficult  to  make  Alger- 
non's body  a  negative  factor  than  he  would  to  portray  Charles 
the  wrestler) .  But  the  interpreter  must  be  more  alive  to  the 
expressive  possibilities  of  (let  us  say)  Parkin's  body  during  a 
reading  of  D.  H.  Lawrence's  The  First  Lady  Chatterley,  in 
which  everywhere  "body"  is  the  triumphant  foe  of  "mind." 

A  clearer  example,  involving  the  same  expressive-areas, 
may  be  drawn  from  Thomas  Mann's  Death  in  Venice.  The 
famous  writer,  Aschenbach,  has  just  seen  in  the  physical  beauty 
of  a  young  boy,  Tadzio,  playing  on  the  beach  before  him,  "the 
same  force  at  work"  which  he  saw  in  his  own  attempt  to  "lib- 
erate from  the  marble  mass  of  language  the  slender  forms  of 
his  art."  With  this  comparison  flaming  in  his  mind,  Aschen- 
bach writes  a  brilliant  "little  essay"  on  a  "great  and  burning 
question  of  art  and  taste."  Furthermore,  he  writes  this  essay 
with  Tadzio  playing  nearby,  serving  Aschenbach  as  "model" 
of  beauty. 

The  relationship  of  Aschenbach  to  Tadzio  is  a  very  com- 
plicated one:  the  boy  is  not  for  Aschenbach  merely  a  physical 
symbol  of  intellectual  beauty;  Tadzio  is  a  beautiful  boy  with 
whom  the  great  writer  has  fallen  giddily,  and  destructively, 
in  love.  The  narrator  writes  of  Aschenbach's  essay  which 
"would  shortly  be  the  wonder  and  admiration  of  the  multi- 
tude," that  "Verily  it  is  well  for  the  world  that  it  sees  only  the 
beauty  of  the  completed  work  and  not  its  origins,"  and  when 
Aschenbach  finishes  his  essay  and  leaves  the  beach,  he  "felt 
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broken,"  his  "conscience  reproached  him,  as  it  were  after 
a  debauch." 

The  general  movement,  then,  of  the  passage  —  though 
"mental"  and  "physical"  factors  remain  interwoven  —  is  from 
Aschenbach's  intellectual  apprehension  of  physical  beauty  to 
his  internal  "physical"  participation,  to  the  point  of  exhaus- 
tion, in  this  apprehension.  I  once  had  the  pleasure  of  seeing 
this  movement  superbly  projected  by  an  oral  interpreter.  His 
body,  at  the  beginning  of  his  reading,  was  tense  but  quiet 
and  contained,  his  face  alive  and  extremely  expressive  (sug- 
gesting the  "control"  of  the  eager  body  by  the  intellectualizing 
brain:  it  was  once  said  that  the  soul  shines  in  the  face,  and  the 
intense  facial  expression  did  most  to  suggest  the  vivid  thought 
of  Aschenbach).  As  the  reading  progressed,  the  reader's 
face  became  ever  less  expressive,  his  bodily  activity  slowly 
increased.  By  the  end  of  the  passage  the  reader  had  practi- 
cally reversed  his  original  expressive  emphasis  in  the  facial- 
bodily  areas.  It  was,  I  think,  a  shift  which  was  extremely 
appropriate  to  the  sense  of  the  passage. 

The  second  of  the  interpreter's  means  of  expression  is  that 
he  may  more  fully  develop  attitudes  which  are  but  implicit  in 
the  action. 

Take  the  scene  in  Death  in  Venice  in  which  Aschenbach 
falsely  thinks  he  is  looking  on  Tadzio  for  the  last  time:  "  'For 
the  last  time,  Tadzio,'  thought  the  elder  man.  It  was  all  too 
brief!'  Quite  unusually  for  him,  he  shaped  a  farewell  with  his 
lips,  he  actually  uttered  it,  and  added:  'May  God  bless  you!'  " 
Given  the  little  description  itself,  and  also  our  awareness  of 
all  that  Tadzio  has  already  meant  to  Aschenbach  and  of  the 
great  deal  more  that  he  is  going  to  mean  to  him,  we  may  say, 
if  we  like,  that  Aschenbach's  sorrow,  confusion,  love,  and 
longing  are  all  in  the  pasage.  But  what  happens  to  the  face, 
the  inner  "voice"  or  thoughts,  the  body  of  the  man  at  this 
moment,  is  very  barely  described;  we  know  that  he  shapes  a 
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"farewell  with  his  lips,"  we  know  that  the  farewell  was  spoken, 
and  that  is  all  we  are  specifically  told.  The  full  attitude  —  the 
gaze  of  longing,  the  brief  "frozen"  posture,  and  all  the  rest  of 
it  —  must  be  imagined  and  created  by  the  interpreter. 

Third,  the  oral  interpreter's  means  of  expression  may  take 
the  form  of  behavioral  synecdoches. , 

"Behavioral  synecdoches"  has  the  sound  of  jargon,  but 
I  can  think  of  no  more  accurate  a  description,  (i  mean  that 
the  interpreter  often  suggests  a  pattern  of  behavior  expres- 
sive of  a  certain  attitude  by  the  projection  of  some  aspect  of 
this  pattern. 

A  man  in  "real  life"  who  is  for  the  moment,  let  us  say, 
proudly  contemptuous  of  some  one  or  some  thing,  may  express 
that  feeling  by  a  slight  tossing  of  his  head,  a  sneer,  a  laugh, 
the  placing  of  a  hand  on  his  hip,  and  several  other  more-or- 
less  evident  movements.  The  oral  interpreter  may  project  this 
same  attitude  by  only  one  or  two  characteristics  of  the  full 
pattern  (simply,  by  a  slight  toss  of  his  head,  for  example) . 

Sometimes  this  method  is  roughly  the  direct  reversal  of 
the  interpreter's  fuller  development  of  behavior  which  is  only 
implicit  in  the  piece:  a  very  full  written  description  of  behavior 
may  be  suggested  by  only  a  few  details  presented  orally. 

Frequently,  however,  the  situation  is  more  complicated 
than  this:  a  certain  kind  of  behavior,  only  implicit  in  or  sug- 
gested by  the  piece,  will  then  be  suggested  by  the  oral  reader's 
projection  of  a  few  details  of  that  behavior.  Put  another  way, 
a  certain  behavior  suggested  by  the  writer's  own  synecdoches 
is  eventually  communicated  to  an  audience  by  other  synec- 
doches expressed  by  the  oral  reader. 

Let  us  consider  the  scene  in  which  the  enamored  Aschen- 
bach  comes  close  to  making  a  direct  physical  approach  to 
Tadzio.  He  is  ready  to  "utter  a  friendly  salutation  in  French" 
to  the  boy,  who  is  walking  just  ahead  of  him,  unconscious 
of  Aschenbach's  presence.   But  just  as  he  is  about  to  touch 
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Tadzio,  Aschenbach  "found  his  heart  throbbing  unpleasantly 
fast,  while  his  breath  came  in  such  quick  pants  that  he  could 
only  have  gasped  had  he  tried  to  speak.  He  hesitated,  sought 
after  self-control,  was  suddenly  "panic-stricken,"  etc. 

Now,  implicit  in  this  scene  is  Aschenbach' s  complete  con- 
fusion and  loss  of  control.  This  is  the  "total"  behavior  which 
the  interpreter  must  project.  But,  obviously,  he  cannot  simply 
"go  to  pieces"  before  the  audience.  For  one  thing,  if  he  does 
so,  his  audience  will  probably  just  laugh  at  him;  for  another, 
the  interpreter,  unlike  the  actor,  for  reasons  which  we  have 
already  discussed,  will  not  trot  across  the  stage  to  represent 
Aschenbach' s  pursuit  of  Tadzio. 

"Vet,  the  fact  remains  that  in  this  scene  Aschenbach  has 
gone  to  pieces  and  this  must  be  suggested  by  the  interpreter. 
It  is,  with  this  situation  confronting  him,  that  the  interpreter 
will  probably  rely  on  behavioral  synecdoches.  In  the  best 
reading  of  the  passage  that  I  have  heard,  certain  aspects  of 
the  written  description  were  (rather  faintly)  preserved  in  the 
oral  performance:  the  passage  was  read  rather  rapidly,  which 
suggested  the  unpleasantly  fast  pounding  of  Aschenbach' s 
heart;  there  was  a  certain  breathlessness  in  performance,  which 
suggested  Aschenbach' s  breathing  in  "quick  pants."  But  the 
especially  telling  gesture  came  on  the  reading  of  the  phrase: 
"He  hesitated,  sought  after  self-control  ..."  At  this  point  in 
his  reading,  the  oral  interpreter  rapidly  licked  his  lips  with 
the  tip  of  his  tongue.  The  written  passage,  of  course,  makes 
no  mention  of  this;  yet  it  seems  to  me  an  unusually  appro- 
priate gesture  to  suggest  Aschenbach's  agitation.  In  his  search 
for  self-control,  we  may  imagine  that  Aschenbach  becomes  for 
the  first  time  aware  of  his  own  state,  of  how  dry  his  mouth 
has  become,  of  his  whole  unpleasant  condition.  The  little 
nervous  licking  of  lips  suggests  Aschenbach's  whole  physical 
condition,  his  self-deprecation,  his  return  to  self-awareness. 
This  is,  of  course,  a  delicate  point:  unquestionably,  the 
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licking  of  the  lips  was  only  part  of  a  cluster  of  activities  in  the 
oral  reading  itself,  all  of  which  were  as  necessary  to  produce 
conviction  as  they  are  ultimately  too  complex  for  analysis  to 
tabulate.  But,  just  as  certainly,  given  other  proper  activity, 
the  half-second  movement  of  the  tongue  was  a  superbly  sum- 
mary gesture  which  was  truly  the  interpreter's  "creation."  Oral 
interpreters  need  not  blush  at  the  pettiness  of  such  triumphs; 
just  as  a  number  of  little  words  put  together  right  give  us 
convincing  writing,  so  do  a  number  of  little  gestures  like  these, 
put  together  right,  give  us  convincing  performance. 

Whether  expressions  like  these  are  planned  or  are  simply 
sensitive  responses  seems  to  me  an  irrelevant  matter.  I  suspect 
that  most  summary  gestures,  at  least,  are  a  combination  of 
both.  In  rehearsal,  during  one  reading  or  another,  the  inter- 
preter does  something  which  strikes  him  as  somehow  espe- 
cially appropriate  and  which  he  then  "plans"  into  his  final 
performance. 

"You  will  notice  that  there  is  a  creative  element  in  the  oral 
interpreter's  expression  of  a  text.  However,  his  creativity  is  — 
or  ought  to  be  —  in  the  service  of  effects  of  the  text  itself 
The  proper  interpreter  will  not  merely  respond  to  his  private 
sense  of  an  attitude,  action,  or  object,  apart  from  the  formed 
perception  of  it  which  is  represented  in  the  piece. 

Such  a  reader  might  be,  for  example,  a  person  whom  a 
ship  ride  always  makes  seasick.  He  would  then  seek  to  convey 
this  sense  of  seasickness  in  reading  the  following  lines  from 
"Sir  Patrick  Spens": 

"Mak  hast,  mak  hast,  my  mirry  men  all, 
Our  guid  schip  sails  the  morne." 

There  is  no  hint  whatever,  of  course,  in  the  poem  that 
the  sea  makes  anybody  ill.  Although  the  reader,  as  performer, 
might  brilliantly  convey  the  sense  of  nausea,  it  would  never- 
theless be  a  ludicrously  inappropriate  reading  of  the  poem. 
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I  find  it  hard  to  believe  that  even  any  of  the  elocutionists 
had  so  false  a  sense  of  what  it  means  to  interpret  a  piece, 
though  they  are  sometimes  accused  of  such  humorously  mis- 
leading responses.  At  any  rate,  today,  no  competent  instructor 
will  merely  accept  private  impressions  as  an  adequate  inter- 
pretation of  a  piece,  no  matter  how  skillful  the  student  may 
be  at  projecting  false  impressions. 
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»30  FAR,  I  have  been  discussing  the  dramatic 
nature  of  poetry  and  the  expressiveness  of  the  oral  interpre- 
ter. Such  a  stress  implies  a  high  regard  for  passional  aspects 
of  poetry  —  the  attitudes,  feelings,  states  of  mind,  of  the 
"speaker"  or  speakers  within  the  poem.  It  may  seem  an  appro- 
priate stress  to  the  "vast  majority"  of  contemporary  critics  who, 
according  to  Eliseo  Vivas  (in  his  article,  "The  Objective  Cor- 
relative of  T.  S.  Eliot") ,  conclude  that  "the  artist  is  primarily 
concerned  with  emotion"  —  that  he  wishes  both  to  express 
emotion  and  to  arouse  it  in  his  audience.  But  to  Mr.  Vivas 
himself,  and  to  critics  like  him,  who  would  turn  our  attention 
from  the  emotion  which  the  poet  expresses,  to  the  objects 
which  he  depicts  in  his  poem,  the  emphasis  of  the  preceding 
papers  may  seem  exclusive  and  reductive  —  as  though  the 
oral  interpreter  does  not  care  for  the  poet's  "vision"  but  only 
for  his  fine  feelings. 

The  truth  is  rather,  I  believe,  that  the  oral  interpreter 
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must  attend  to  both  emotion  and  object.  He  attends  to  emo- 
tion, obviously,  because  he  seeks  to  express  it.  But  he  attends 
to  objects,  too,  and  in  fact  must  fully  contemplate  or  "realize" 
them  if  he  is  to  express  emotion  accurately. 

To  clarify  this  version  of  the  interpreter's  practice,  let  me 
turn  to  a  consideration  of  object-oriented  theory.  I  shall  sug- 
gest that  we  regard  it  with  certain  reservations,  but  that  it  has 
a  central  soundness  v/hich  the  oral  interpreter,  for  all  his  com- 
mitment to  passion  and  emotion,  does  well  to  recognize.  A 
recognition  of  the  importance  of  things  in  poetry  eventually 
helps  to  define,  and  vivify,  the  values  of  oral  interpretation  as 
an  approach  to  poetry's  emotion. 

The  object-oriented  critic's  approach  has  the  evident  virtue 
of  beginning,  generally  speaking,  where  the  poem  begins. 
Theories  of  poetry  as  emotional  expression  begin  instead  at 
one  remove,  as  it  were,  from  the  poem.  For  example,  Pro- 
fessors H.  J.  Hall  and  J.  R.  Moore  suggest  of  "the  song," 
considered  as  a  poetic  type,  that  it  is  "the  expression  of  simple 
emotion  in  the  most  direct  and  musical  form."  But  when  we 
turn  to  a  typical  song  in  their  collection,  we  see  how  easily  it 
may  yield  itself  to  another  order  of  description: 

When  Love  with  unconfined  wings 
Hovers  within  my  gates, 
And  my  divine  Althea  brings 
To  whisper  at  the  grates; 
When  I  lie  tangled  in  her  hair 
And  fetter' d  to  her  eye, 
The  birds  that  wanton  in  the  air 
Know  no  such  liberty. 

What  is  presented  to  our  imagination  certainly  is  a  picture 
of  whispering  lovers,  passionate  embraces,  prison  cells,  birds 
soaring  through  the  air,  and  a  fairly  large  number  of  relations 
—  implicit  and  declared  —  among  these  objects. 
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It  is  not  surprising  then  that  certain  critics  will  give  first 
consideration  in  their  poetic  theory  to  these  explicitly  desig- 
nated "things."  John  Crowe  Ransom,  probably  the  modern 
critic  best  known  for  an  approach  to  poetry  via  its  represented 
objects,  has  stated  flatly  that  poetry  gives  us  "knowledge  by 
images,  reporting  the  fullness  or  particularity  of  nature." 

This  formula,  however,  may  well  be  too  good  to  be  alto- 
gether true.  We  may  agree  with  Mr.  Ransom  when  he  suggests 
that  the  "ostensible  substance  of  the  poem  may  be  anything  at 
all  which  words  may  signify:  an  ethical  situation,  a  passion, 
a  train  of  thought,  a  flower  or  landscape,  a  thing."  But  even 
if  we  agree  to  consider  a  poem  as  the  representation  of  an 
aspect  of  nature,  of  the  sort  that  Mr.  Ransom  suggests,  the 
imaginative  construction  does  not  quite  seem  a  "report"  of 
this  aspect;  certainly  it  is  not  a  report  of  its  "fullness." 

The  representative  act  of  the  poet  is  instead  probably 
closer  to  that  which  Mr.  S.  I.  Hayakawa  attributes  to  the 
novelist,  who  (t abstracts  only  the  events  relevant  to  his  story 
and  then  organizes  them  into  a  meaningful  sequence."  The 
poet  too  "abstracts"  or  selects  from  the  qualities  and  objects 
of  his  possible  subject  matter  only  those  which  contribute  to 
his  purpose.  He  is,  in  short,  "artist"  just  because  of  his  ability 
to  select  from  the  fullness  of  some  aspect  of  nature  details 
which  become  meaningful  in  his  total  organization  of  them. 

Take,  for  example,  two  lines  from  Thomas  Hardy's  "In 
Time  of  the  Breaking  of  Nations": 

Yonder  a  maid  and  her  wight 
Come  whispering  by 

This  is  the  only  description  in  the  poem  of  the  two  people, 
and  so  far  as  the  reported  "particulars"  of  their  being  together 
are  concerned,  the  passage  is  quite  bare.  All  that  is  actually 
reported  is  their  "whispering."  I  do  not  doubt  that  what  is 
reported  controls  our  imagination,  so  that  we  feel  quite  sure 
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they  are  lovers;  and  that  probably  they  are  strolling  along  (if 
they  came  riding  by,  the  speaker  probably  could  not  hear  them 
whispering,  though  he  might) .  Whether  or  not  they  are  hold- 
ing hands,  or  walking  with  arms  around  one  another's  waists, 
etc.,  is  not  reported,  or  even  certainly  implied.  Yet  the  imagi- 
nation is  likely  to  insist  on  such  a  gesture,  will  conjure  at  least 
a  fleeting  image  of  their  youth,  etc. 

Nor  is  the  poet's  selection  of  details  the  only  cause  of  his 
not  reporting  an  aspect  of  nature  in  its  fullness.  His  medium, 
words,  forces  on  him  another  sort  of  abstraction.  Literary  art, 
in  its  densest  representations,  can  hardly  challenge  even  rep- 
resentative painting,  much  less  nature,  in  particularity.  For 
example,  in  a  poem  as  densely  thicketed  with  particulars  as 
any  I  know,  Mr.  Robert  Horan's  "Little  City,"  there  remains 
a  certain  inevitable  abstraction.  Take,  for  example,  the  first 
two  lines: 

Spider,  from  his  flaming  sleep, 
staggers  out  into  the  window  frame 

The  spider,  apparently  waking  at  dawn,  is  vividly  reported 
as  "flaming."  But  there  are  all  kinds  and  sizes  of  spiders, 
many  intensities  and  possible  combinations  of  color  in  "flam- 
ing," and  certainly  "window  frames"  are  of  many  different 
sorts.  The  particulars  are  not  really  "fully"  in  the  poem,  as 
they  might  much  more  nearly  be  in  a  painting  of  the  scene, 
but  are  filled  in  by  the  reader's  imagination. 

I  do  not,  of  course,  submit  this  analysis  in  order  to  com- 
pare poetry  unfavorably  with  painting.  If  a  painting  (of  the 
representative  sort)  has  the  advantage  in  specificity,  the  poem, 
we  think,  has  the  advantage  in  scope  and  suggestivity.  But 
the  analysis  does  suggest  that  formulations  like  Mr.  Ransom's 
must  be  importantly  qualified  in  the  interests  of  accuracy. 

Yet,  however  such  theories  must  be  qualified,  it  is  also  true 
that  they,  in  turn,  serve  an  important  function  by  themselves 
qualifying  theories  of  poetry  as  emotional  expression. 
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II 

On  superficial  inspection,  theories  of  this  latter  sort  would 
seem  to  be  especially  attractive  to  the  oral  interpreter  of  lit- 
erature. Expression  of  emotion  is  thought  to  be  central  to  his 
task;  certainly  the  interpreter  wishes  to  "move"  his  audience. 
But  at  least  three  serious  objections  are  frequently  raised 
against  such  theories. 

First,  if  a  piece  of  language  simply  expresses  emotion,  it 
need  not  require  "study."  According  to  this  objection,  we  need 
not  study  emotions  (except  in  psychological  ways,  as  signs  of 
something  else) ;  we  need  only  feel  them  (the  implication  is 
apparently  that  anyone  can  do  that).  Literary  "study,"  then, 
must  be  of  other  things  —  of  biography,  of  history,  of  rhe- 
torical devices,  etc. 

Second,  literature  becomes  a  discourse  of  secondary  impor- 
tance; if  it  is  "merely"  emotive  discourse,  it  is  obvious  that  we 
cannot  gain  insight  of  much  importance  from  it. 

Third,  insofar  as  the  theory  establishes  the  relation  of  the 
oral  interpreter  to  literature,  he  is  likely  to  be  taken  for  a  kind 
of  self-exhibitory,  emotional,  un-intellectual  creature,  hardly 
up  to  the  manly  task  of  really  knowing  anything  about  the 
piece  of  literature. 

Speculation  like  Mr.  Ransom's,  even  though  we  may  par- 
tially object  to  it,  greatly  encourages  a  defense  against  such 
charges.  By  taking  account  of  the  objects  and  situations  which 
a  poem  represents,  such  speculation  permits  of  a  quite  sophis- 
ticated view  of  the  emotion  which  poetry  expresses. 

Mr.  Vivas,  for  example,  stating  that  he  has  been  chiefly 
influenced  by  Ransom,  "with  his  salutary  insistence  on  the 
ontological  interest  of  the  poet,"  concludes  that  "the  aesthetic 
of  expression  is  a  useless  and  confusing  muddle  that  mystifies 
far  more  than  it  explains."  But  this  does  not  mean  that  Mr. 
Vivas  thinks  that  poetry  does  not  express  emotion.  Emotion  is 
expressed,  but  only  in  a  somewhat  complex  fashion,  controlled 
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by  and  closely  related  to  objects  designated  by  the  poem. 

In  Mr.  Vivas'  own  words,  "the  poem  may  be  about  a  sit- 
uation or  an  object  which  socially  is  connected  or  invariably 
associated  —  whether  naturally  or  conventionally  —  with  an 
emotion."  That  is  to  say,  "poetry  refers  denotatively  to  emo- 
tions, not  by  means  of  direct  verbal  reference,  but  through  the 
whole  poem  itself" 

Mr.  Vivas  elaborates  his  view  in  an  analysis  of  Garcia 
Lorca's  elegy  on  the  death  of  a  bullfighter,  Llanto  por  Ignacio 
Sanchez  Meljias,  whose  opening  lines  Mr.  Vivas  translates 
as  follows: 

Five  o'clock  in  the  afternoon 
It  was  five  sharp  in  the  afternoon. 
A  boy  brought  a  white  shroud 
At  five  in  the  afternoon. 

Mr.  Vivas  suggests  that  Lorca,  in  this  poem,  only  occa- 
sionally speaks  directly  of  his  own  emotions,  but  "more  often 
than  not,  the  poem  refers  to  objects  and  situations  directly 
involved  in  the  death  or  somehow  in  the  poet's  mind  con- 
nected with  it.  The  expression  of  the  emotion  or  emotions  — 
for  there  is,  of  course,  a  whole  complex  of  them  referred  to 
throughout  the  poem  —  is  achieved  through  the  presentation 
of  these  objects  and  situations." 

Ill 

In  the  light  of  such  an  analysis,  charges  like  those  above 
against  the  theory  of  poetry  and  oral  interpretation  as  emo- 
tional expression  become  unconvincingly  simple. 

Concerning  the  oral  interpreter's  relation  to  literature,  far 
from  striking  at  his  right  to  interpret  emotion,  Mr.  Vivas'  anal- 
ysis prepares  the  way  for  dignifying  the  interpreter's  "expres- 
siveness" into  a  special  obligation.  Mr.  Vivas  writes  of  Lorca's 
poem  that  "the  man  who  wrote  it  is  lamenting  the  death  of  a 
bullfighter  and  that  he  feels  very  strongly  about  that  death. 
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One  cannot  name  the  emotion  he  feels  by  any  precise  term; 
and  for  a  good  reason,  since  its  full  complex  specific  expression 
is  achieved  only  through  the  total  poem;  but  one  may  loosely 
refer  to  it  as  a  desolate  sense  of  loss,  a  deep  and  anguishing 
loss  at  the  death  of  a  great  bullfighter  whom  Garcia  Lorca 
admired  greatly."  I  think  that  Mr.  Vivas  is  quite  right:  nam- 
ing the  emotional  complex  in  any  but  the  vaguest  ways  is 
beyond  the  powers  of  criticism.  Reproducing  that  emotional 
complex  is  not,  however,  beyond  the  scope  of  an  effective  oral 
interpretation.  On  the  contrary,  it  is  perhaps  the  most  impor- 
tant aspect  of  the  interpreter's  activity  to  reproduce  this  emo- 
tional complex  in  all  its  specific  richness. 

Certainly,  then,  approaching  poetry  by  way  of  its  repre- 
sented objects  is  not  necessarily  to  deny  that  emotion  exists  in 
a  poem  or  that  the  interpreter  has  no  need  to  express  it.  But 
it  does  place  the  matter  in  a  new  perspective.  If,  as  Mr.  Vivas 
suggests,  the  emotion  which  the  poem  expresses  is  chiefly 
dependent  on  the  full  assemblage  of  objects  and  situations 
depicted  in  the  poem,  we  should  notice  at  least  three  impli- 
cations of  this  idea  which  are  of  special  interest  to  the  oral 
interpreter. 

First,  we  recognize  that  the  interpreter  must  closely  study 
the  piece  in  all  its  relationships.  "The  full  complex  specific 
expression"  which  it  is  the  interpreter's  task  to  reproduce  "is 
achieved  only  through  the  total  poem,"  and  the  interpreter 
must  regard  that  total  poem  —  its  rhythms,  image  patterns, 
connotative  elements,  etc.  —  in  order  to  re-embody  the  com- 
plex of  emotions. 

Second,  it  is  evident  that  an  oral  reader  who  can  effectively 
express  the  poem's  emotions  must  be  a  person  who  is  espe- 
cially sensitive  to  qualitative  aspects  of  life  and  literature.  He 
is  one  who  must  know  the  "connections"  between  objects  and 
emotion,  as  the  connections  exist  in  nature  and  are  represented 
in  new,  symbolic  forms  in  literature. 
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Third,  his  special  function  as  oral  interpreter  and  teacher, 
is  to  enrich  the  literary  and,  we  may  hope,  other  life  experi- 
ences of  people  who  are  not  so  sensitive  as  himself  to  quali- 
tative aspects.  Of  course,  people  who  themselves  "understand" 
poetry  at  the  level  of  its  emotional  expression  can  listen  to 
good  oral  readings  with  pleasure.  Indeed,  such  persons  may 
well  form  the  interpreter's  ideal  audience.  For  such  people 
the  interpreter's  reading  may  enrich  their  own  experiences  of 
the  piece.  But  there  is  another  kind  of  person  who  can  be 
convinced,  one  thinks,  of  the  value  of  literary  experience  by 
effective  oral  reading  as  apparently  he  cannot  be  convinced  by 
the  most  arduous  criticism. 

In  saying  this,  I  do  not  mean  to  deny  the  magnificent  ser- 
vice which  criticism  can,  and  does,  do  for  literature.  As  I  have 
sought  to  suggest,  effective  oral  reading  and  close  critical  study 
are  intimately  related  activities.  Beyond  this,  I  agree  with  those 
persons  who  think  that  criticism  is  something  more  than  a 
handmaid  to  literature.  It  can  be  a  distinguished  "creative" 
activity  in  its  own  right,  and  it  is  quite  easy  to  point  to  a  number 
of  critical  articles  which  show  more  intelligence  and  imagina- 
tion than  a  very  great  number  of  poems  which  one  has  read. 

To  say  so  much  is  wholeheartedly  to  approve  what  I  take 
to  be  the  intensively  critical  approach  to  literature  developed 
in  the  classroom,  whether  in  English  or  oral  interpretation, 
in  recent  years.  But,  at  the  same  time,  we  have  some  cause  to 
fear  that  an  inordinate  stress  on  critical  activity  simply  pro- 
duces people  who  become  interested  in  critical  activity. 

Recently,  speaking  out  of  her  experience  as  an  editor  of 
Perspective  magazine,  Miss  Mona  Van  Duyn  wrote,  "To  put 
it  .  .  .  concretely,  there  are  at  least  five  times  as  many  people 
who  are  interested  in  reading  what  someone  has  to  say  about 
certain  novels,  stories,  and  poems  than  there  are  people  who 
are  interested  in  reading  novels,  stories,  and  poems."  Accept- 
ing Miss  Van  Duyn's  estimate,  I  do  not,  of  course,  really 
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attribute  this  deplorable  lack  of  balance  in  the  reading  diet 
simply  to  the  introduction  of  critical  analysis  in  the  classroom. 
It  is  sufficient,  I  think,  to  note  that  a  very  great  emphasis  on 
"close"  reading  has  not  yet  perceptibly  increased  the  affection 
of  the  public  for  fiction  and  poetry. 

I  do  not  mean  to  suggest  that  training  in  oral  interpreta- 
tion will  send  future  generations  rushing  to  the  drug  stores 
for  their  poetry  pocketbooks.  Agreed,  as  we  all  are,  on  the 
essential  lack  of  public  interest  in  serious  literature,  we  are 
further  agreed  that  its  cause  is  very  complicated,  hardly  to  be 
removed  by  a  pedagogical  device  or  two.  Still,  we  must  do 
what  we  can.  I  no  more  propose  taking  literature  away  from 
the  critics  than  good  critics  would  take  literature  away  from 
the  biographers  and  historians.  But  I  do  think  that  oral  inter- 
pretation has  an  important  part  to  play  in  the  total  attempt 
to  create  literary  interest  and  perception.  Not  wishing  to  see 
literature  taken  from  the  critics,  we  should,  I  think,  neverthe- 
less like  to  see  it  moved  on  from  them,  in  its  neatly  catalogued 
parts,  and  reassembled  in  its  wholeness  in  the  minds  and  emo- 
tions of  readers. 

Even  while,  some  years  ago,  he  was  calling  for  a  greater 
critical  emphasis  in  literary  study,  Mr.  Ransom  himself  attested 
to  the  value  of  oral  reading:  "...  some  of  the  best  work  now 
being  done  in  departments  is  by  the  men  who  do  little  more 
than  read  well  aloud,  enforcing  a  private  act  of  appreciation 
upon  the  students."  Needless  to  say,  whatever  one  man  in 
one  class  may  do,  literary  study  as  a  whole  is  something  more 
inclusive  than  reading  aloud,  however  well.  But  we  must 
certainly  agree  with  Mr.  Ransom's  evaluation  of  the  possibil- 
ities for  oral  reading,  though  we  would  extend  its  practice  to 
students  as  well  as  to  teachers.  Oral  interpretation,  based  on 
close  study  of,  and  sensitive  response  to,  the  poetic  objects, 
offers  the  possibility  of  conveying  with  some  precision  and 
richness  a  complex  of  emotions  which  can  be,  as  Mr.  Vivas 
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suggests,  only  baldly  hinted  at  by  criticism. 

IV 

We  may  conclude  by  noticing  what  our  analysis  does  to 
defend  the  belief  that  poetry  expresses  emotion  from  charges 
like  those  I  reported  above. 

First,  approaching  a  poem  via  its  depicted  objects  does 
not  mean  that  emotions  in  poetry  are  not  important.  It  does 
mean  that  they  should  be  understood  as  intimately  related 
to  what  the  poem  "says"  or  describes,  and  that  they  are  prob- 
ably felt  fully  and  precisely  only  insofar  as  the  whole  poem  is 
fully  and  precisely  understood.  Furthermore,  the  emotion  that 
the  interpreter  projects  does  not  become  an  unimportant  thing 
in  terms  of  such  a  theory.  On  the  contrary,  when  oral  inter- 
pretation is  based  on  real  understanding  of  the  whole  piece, 
and  consequently  is  an  accurate  re-embodiment  of  the  emotion 
of  the  poem,  it  can  perform  a  unique  service  in  the  develop- 
ment of  literary  experience  and  perception. 

Whether  or  not  it  is  also  true  that  literature  provides  as 
much  insight  into  the  reality  it  attempts  to  represent  as  science 
provides  in  its  own  domain,  cannot  be  so  definitely  stated.  We 
may  hope  so.  It  is,  at  least,  the  virtue  of  object-oriented  theo- 
rists to  emphasize  the  observant  regard  which  poets  have  for 
the  objects  and  occasions  of  our  world,  as  it  is  the  virtue  of 
emotion-oriented  critics  to  emphasize  the  passion  to  which 
his  observations  have  brought  the  poet  and  which  he  can,  if 
we  are  able,  communicate  to  us. 
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